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Overture 


WuEen the first volume of this series was published in England — 
the Opera Nights of 1943 —those great and good men the re- 
viewers, from whose lynx-eyes nothing can remain hidden for 
long, reproached me tenderly for what they regarded as my ar- 
bitrary choice of operas. Falstaff, for instance, was there, but not 
Otello or Aida, Turandot and Gianni Schicchi but not Tosca or La 
Bohéme, Cosi fan tutte but not Don Giovanni or Figaro, and so 
forth. Berlioz and Tchaikovski and Johann Strauss were among 
the chosen composers, but not Weber or Rossini or Wagner and a 
few others in whose company the music lover looks to spending 
an occasional night at the opera. In their grieved perplexity at 
this seeming aberration on my part there went up a wail from the 
English reviewers like that of Mr. Wodehouse’s Monty Bodkin 
when Miss Butterwick broke off the engagement — “Gertrude, 
your conduct is inexplicable.” My own conduct, however, can be 
explained. 

A good many years ago I dashed off, at the request of an Eng- 
lish firm of publishers, a fortnightly series of analyses, in popular 
style, of some of the best-known operas, together with brief biog- 
raphies of the composers. Although this matter did not, in my 
opinion, in any sense constitute a “book”, it was issued as such, in 
three volumes, under the general title of Stories of the Great Op- 
eras, in the United States, where, if hearsay is to be trusted, it had 
a considerable sale. As the English copyright was mine, Messrs. 
Putnam and Co. suggested, during the late war, that the Ameri- 
can volumes should be reprinted in London. From this suggestion 
I recoiled in horror. In the first place I saw no sense in reprinting 
the elementary biographies, while in the second place I felt that 
if the opera analyses were to be collected in volume form I would 
prefer to revise them all thoroughly, enlarge the scale of treat- 
ment, and altogether try to make a better job of it. On these terms 
agreements were ultimately made with Messrs. Putnam on my 
side of the Atlantic and Mr. Alfred Knopf on the other. 
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While these negotiations were proceeding I arranged with Mr. 
Knopf for a volume dealing with twenty-nine operas that had 
not been included in the fortnightly series to which I have re- 
ferred. This entirely new volume appeared in England in 1943 
under the title of Opera Nights; but as the analyses of twenty- 
odd years ago had been issued in the U.S.A. under the title of 
Stories of the Great Operas, Mr. Knopf brought out the new vol- 
ume as More Stories of Famous Operas, a procedure calculated, I 
am afraid, to give a little trouble one of these days to library cata- 
loguers and bibliographers. However, that was no concern of 
mine. I then set to work to rewrite all the original analyses (Sto- 
ries of the Great Operas), one volume to be devoted to Wagner, 
the other to deal with all the famous works by other composers 
not included in Opera Nights (More Stories of Famous Operas). 
The present volume is the first stage in this process of reincarna- 
tion. It has no connection whatever with the Wagner volume of 
Stories of the Great Operas; it is an entirely new work from cover 
to cover. A further volume, similarly rewritten, dealing with the 
standard works of Mozart, Verdi, Puccini, Gounod, Rossini etc. 
not included in Opera Nights, will follow, I hope, before long. 

At first sight there may appear to be no great necessity today 
for yet another book on the Wagner operas. Sooner or later, how- 
ever, such a work would have had to be written by someone or 
other, for our knowledge of Wagner has been so vastly increased 
during the last few years that the close student of him has a score 
of lights on him that were denied to our fathers. The recent publi- 
cation in Germany of his full-length prose sketches for some of 
his works has taught us a great deal we had never suspected be- 
fore about him and them; for example, we are now able for the 
first time to trace every smallest step of his that led, over so many 
years, to the building up of the present Ring. We see how drasti- 
cally his original scheme was changed in the course of time, and 
not always, perhaps, for the better; we see, too, that, as was the 
case with Vergil and the Aeneid, he has sometimes made an alter- 
ation in his plan without noticing that the new feature is incon- 
sistent with something he has left in its first form elsewhere in 
the poem. 

My own study of him has convinced me that it is impossible to 
understand fully the works of his maturity without having trav- 
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ersed on our own account the extensive and often difficult coun- 
try over which he himself had to travel before he reached his 
distant goal. Often a point that is obscure or even inconsistent in 
the opera poem is elucidated for us by his sketches. Sometimes 
the psychological motivation of an episode becomes clear to us 
only in the light of our knowledge of the mediaeval legend that 
was his starting-point. Sometimes, in the Ring, the clue to his pro- 
cedure is unexpectedly discovered in such works as the Deutsche 
Mythologie of the brothers Grimm, which we know him to have 
studied closely in the late 1840's. 

I venture to lay it down, then, that a clear picture of Wagner’s 
mind-processes during the conception and realisation of a work 
is to be obtained only by following him step by step through the 
literature, ancient and modern, out of which it grew. It may be 
objected that a work of art should be its own sufficient explana- 
tion. But there are cases, some of them the most notable in literary 
history, in which that simple proposition obviously does not hold 
good. The Aeneid is one of them; the Divina Commedia is an- 
other. No student of today can hope to get quite inside the mind 
of Dante by a mere reading of his text; he requires to be told a 
great deal about many things which are implicit in the text but 
not self-revelatory in it, such as the mediaeval conception of the 
universe, the mediaeval attitude towards religion, the contempo- 
rary characters who figure in the poem, and so on. Coming down 
to our own epoch, Albert Thibaudet, in his searching study of 
Flaubert, has told us that in Salammbé the great novelist “has for 
the most part followed the history of Polybius, and the reader 
assuredly needs to be acquainted with this.” So it is again with 
Henry James: his own retracing, in the prefaces to one of the 
later editions of his works, of his mental processes when he was 
working out the characters and the situations of this novel or that 
is of fundamental importance to the serious student of him; after 
reading one of these prefaces we re-read the novel itself in quite 
a new way, with many a new and revealing light on things. 

It would be surprising, indeed, if the case were otherwise: since 
the whole mind of a great artist has gone into the making of one 
of his major works, the more we know about the nature and the 
operations of that mind the more profound will be our under- 
standing of the work; and since the inner world from which it 
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came was built up by the slow unconscious coalescence within 
the man of influences and impulses from many quarters, it is of 
the first importance that we, for our part, shall re-live, to the best 
of our ability, his own inner life during the years when the work 
was shaping itself within him. 

I have accordingly devoted a considerable amount of space not 
only to Wagner's prose sketches for some of his works but to the 
mediaeval poems that were the prime generators of them; we 
listen to Tristan and Parsifal, for instance, in a new way — and I 
venture to say, a way that is more like Wagner's than any opera 
house ever conveys to us — after we have read Gottfried of Strass- 
burg and Wolfram von Eschenbach. The Ring is a peculiar case. 
The Wagnerian mental complex that went to the making of the 
great tetralogy was built up slowly out of not only the Nibelung- 
enlied and the Volsunga and other sagas but also out of the store- 
house of facts relating to the Teutonic past that was thrown open 
to Wagner by the Grimms and other scholars of the first half of 
the nineteenth century. For this reason, among others, I have 
gone at considerable length into the history of Wagner's prose 
sketches for the Ring. The reader need not necessarily plough 
doggedly through all this right away, for its complexities may 
sometimes discourage him: he will probably find it more con- 
venient to keep these pages for reference after he has worked at 
the poems and the scores and read the present analyses. Some 
knowledge of it all is indispensable to a full understanding of the 
Ring; and a reader or two here and there may at any rate be 
grateful to me for having spared him the labour of hacking his 
way through the jungle on his own account. 

The need for a clearer view on our part of the Wagner operas 
as Wagner himself saw them is all the greater because it is the sad 
lot of the ordinary opera-goer, who is almost entirely dependent 
for his impressions of them on what he sees and hears in the the- 
atre, to have them put before him, in even the best of present-day 
performances, in a way that often does them the minimum of 
justice. In the Overture to Opera Nights I pointed out how much 
worse off the opera-lover is than the ordinary theatre-goer in the 
matter of casting. Care is taken when casting Hamlet, for in- 
stance, that by the grace of the gods there is some correspondence 
between the actor’s own appearance and build and voice and 
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mentality and those we associate with the character; whereas in 
the opera house a woman with neither the face nor the figure nor 
the mind for a Gilda or a Lakmé is set down to play the fragile 
part merely because she has the right range and timbre of voice 
and the coloratura technique for it; or a man who physically and 
intellectually might have made the ideal Des Grieux or Parsifal 
is forced to play the Conte di Luna or Germont pére merely be- 
cause nature has stupidly seen fit to make him a baritone instead 
of a tenor. 

Seldom indeed do we find a Wagnerian part played by a man 
or woman who looks and thinks —or mimics the apparatus of 
thinking — like the character he or she is supposed to be repre- 
senting. Wagner himself, after working himself to death trying 
to knock some understanding of a part into one of his male sing- 
ers, asked the gods piteously by what primal curse laid upon him 
it came about that he had to allot his most intellectual parts to a 
tenor. Think of the young Siegfried as Wagner imagined him, the 
incarnation of youthful health and beauty and active joy in life, 
or the metaphysical Tristan, or the spiritual Parsifal, and then 
recognise these creations, if you can, in some amphora * Helden- 
tenor or other who looks and behaves like an overgrown Boy 
Scout, and gives the spectator the impression of a man whose 
mental development was arrested at the age of twelve and has 
been in custody ever since. Or take the case of Brynhilde. “That 
is no man!” Siegfried ejaculates when he has removed the breast- 
plate from the form of the sleeping Valkyrie; and a smile goes 
round the house, for what we see is a matron who could serve 
anywhere for a demonstration of the physical possibilities of the 
higher mammalia. And only the other day I found a French critic 
complaining that while some German lady or other had sung 
beautifully in Lohengrin her Elsa “manquait de virginité”. Well, 
one can’t have everything. 

My main object in the present volume has been to help the 
opera-goer to see the Wagnerian works as nearly as possible as 
Wagner must have seen them, and so to get more value out of his 


1 An amphora is defined by the classical dictionaries as “a two-handled, big- 
bellied vessel, usually of clay, with a longish or shortish neck and a mouth 
proportioned to the size, sometimes resting firmly on a foot, but often end- 
ing in a blunt point .. .” 
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listening in the theatre and by radio. It is unfortunately impos- 
sible to make an analysis of them clear except by frequent refer- 
ence to the leading motives. But I have tried to reduce that refer- 
ence to the minimum, for two reasons: in the first place, if there 
is too much of it one’s text comes to resemble a series of mathe- 
matical formulae; in the second place, it is a cardinal error to sup- 
pose either that the musical tissue of a Wagner opera is made up 
simply of a pinning together of motives, or that, in most cases, 
any one label can be found that will cover all the uses and mean- 
ings of any one motive. The practice of the commentators has 
been to make out the label in terms of the words that have ac- 
companied a given motive at its first appearance in the score. But 
that is pure fallacy: for Wagner himself his motives had no such 
fixity or limitation of meaning, a point which the reader will find 
insisted upon again and again in the course of these analyses. 

I have made the Flying Dutchman my starting-point because 
the central purpose of the volume is to be practically helpful, and 
the reader is hardly likely ever to see a performance of Die Feen, 
Das Liebesverbot or Rienzi. 

As often as was possible I have allowed Wagner the poet to 
speak for himself, using my own translations in the Breitkopf and 
Hartel edition of the operas. (The one exception is Lohengrin, 
which I never translated). 

E. N. 
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The Flying Dutchman 


CHARACTERS 
DALAND, A NORWEGIAN MARINER Bass 
SENTA, HIS DAUGHTER Soprano 
ERIk, A HUNTER Tenor 
Mary, SENTA’s NURSE Mezzo-soprano 
DaLanp’s STEERSMAN Tenor 
THe DutcHMAN Baritone 


Scene: The Norwegian Coast 
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HE story of the Flying Dutchman may be a modern 

4 variant of the ancient one of the Wandering Jew; but 
¥ when it first took its present form we do not know. In 
Blackwood’s Magazine for May 1821 there appeared an 
anonymous short story entitled Vanderdecken’s Message Home; 
or, The Tenacity of Natural Affection, which, on the face of it, 
could be taken for an episode detached from a novel. The nar- 
rator is on a vessel that has just left the Cape of Good Hope. The 
conversation on board turns to the story of the Flying Dutchman, 
which is assumed to be known, more or less, to everyone present. 
Seventy years earlier, it appears, one Vanderdecken, captain of 
an Amsterdam ship, had swom to round Table Bay in spite of 
wind and weather, “though I should beat about here until the day 
of judgment”; and beating about those seas he is still, always 
bringing foul weather to any ship that sights him. He has an em- 
barrassing habit of hailing other vessels, sending out his jolly- 
boat to them, and asking them, if they are homeward bound, to 
take charge of a bundle of letters for delivery to his friends and 
relatives in Holland; “but no good”, says one of the seamen who 
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are discussing the matter, “comes to them who have communica- 
tion with him”. 

Soon the Flying Dutchman’s ship comes into sight, its boat is 
lowered, and a sailor appears with letters from the captain for 
Holland; but he is considerably put out when the crew of the 
English ship, after glancing at the letters, inform him that this 
and that addressee — including the wife of Vanderdecken — has 
long been dead, such-and-such a banking house went bankrupt 
forty years ago, and so on. He insists on leaving the letters on 
the deck, however, though none of the English seamen will touch 
them. In the end, to everyone’s relief, a gust of wind blows them 
into the sea; “there was a cry of joy among the sailors, and they 
ascribed the favourable change which soon took place in the 
weather to our having got quit of Vanderdecken”. 

The writer, as has just been said, seems to take it for granted 
that his readers have already heard of the Flying Dutchman. But 
there is nothing elemental or eerie in the story as he tells it — no 
compact with the Devil, no landing of Vanderdecken every few 
years to find, if he can, some woman whose love will lift the bur- 
den of the curse from him. All the Blackwood’s Magazine writer 
is concerned with is the touching evidence of “the tenacity of 
natural affection” afforded by Vanderdecken’s still writing home 
to wife and friends after seventy years. 
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We next meet with the story, so far as England is concerned, 
in a play by an industrious theatrical man-of-all-work of the 
period, calling himself Edward Fitzball, which was produced at 
the Adelphi Theatre, London, under the title of The Flying 
Dutchman, or the Phantom Ship, a Nautical Drama in three acts, 
on the 4th December 1826. We need not have concerned our- 
selves with Fitzball at all had it not been conjectured at one time 
that Heine may have seen the play in London in 1827 and de- 
rived from it some hints for his story of a play in his Memoirs of 
Herr von Schnabelewopski, to which we shall come shortly. No 
one who had ever read Fitzball’s farcical tragedy could have en- 
tertained such a notion. The drama has the minimum of connec- 
tion with the Flying Dutchman story as we all know it now, and 
that minimum it derives from the fact that, as the author tells his 
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readers in a foreword to the play, it was founded on the Black- 
wood's article of 1821. 

Evidence of the currency of the legend just then is afforded by 
a passage in De Quincey’s Murder as a Fine Art, which appeared 
in 1827. Speaking of the cool intrepidity by which the philosopher 
Descartes was said to have saved himself, in 1621, from the sea- 
men who were plotting to kill him, De Quincey says that “he 
could not possibly have brought the vessel to port after murder- 
ing the crew; so that he must have continued to cruise for ever in 
the Zuyder Zee, and would probably have been mistaken for the 
Flying Dutchman, homeward bound.” The casual nature of the 
reference implies that knowledge of the legend on the ordinary 
reader's part can be taken for granted. 
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Captain Marryat’s full-length novel The Phantom Ship, which 
is still a capital yarn of the sea, appeared in 1839. Here again 
the Dutch captain bears the name of Vanderdecken, but there is 
still no suggestion either of the periodical permission of the mar- 
iner to seek salvation on shore or of the Devil having had a hand 
in the business. It is the celestial, not the infernal powers that 
pounce upon the Dutchman’s oath and take the bold blasphemer 
at his word. His vow to round the Cape even if he had to beat 
about until the Day of Judgment “was registered”, he writes to 
his wife in Amsterdam, “in thunder and in streams of sulphurous 
fire. The hurricane burst upon the ship, the canvas flew away in 
ribbons; mountains of seas swept over us, and in the centre of a 
deep o’erhanging cloud, which shrouded all in darkness, were 
written in letters of vivid flame these words — UNTIL THE DAY 
OF JUDGMENT!” He had sworn his impious oath by a sacred 
relic, a fragment of the Holy Cross, which his wife was accus- 
tomed to wear on her neck; and the only thing that can put an 
end to his sufferings is a sight of this, if it can be brought to him. 
His son Philip brings it to him after many marvellous adventures 
by sea and land; at the moment of reunion his vessel breaks into 
fragments, father and son sink beneath the waves, and “all nature 
smiled as if it rejoiced that a charm was dissolved for ever, and 
that THE PHANTOM SHIP WAS NO MORE.” 

Marryat has an uncanny character of the name of Schriften, 
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a little wizened old sailor who turns up like a bad penny wher- 
ever Philip Vanderdecken junior goes, always bringing disaster 
to him and the ship on which he happens to be, but always being 
miraculously saved from death himself. It appears that when 
Vanderdecken senior was persisting in his blasphemous resolve to 
round the Cape he was remonstrated with by his pilot, whom 
the captain knocked overboard in a scuffle and left presumably 
drowned. Schriften was this pilot: like the Flying Dutchman, he 
is deathproof, and he lives only for the exquisite revenge of en- 
ticing the son to destruction and so preventing the father from 
ever getting a sight of the holy relic. Just before the final catas- 
trophe to Vanderdecken and Philip, however, Schriften is re- 
deemed and released from his own particular curse by the mag- 
nanimous forgiveness of the son. 

Though Wagner makes no use of this Schriften, a character cor- 
responding to him comes into the Wagnerian record later in a 
curious way. The reader will know that while Wagner was work- 
ing at his Flying Dutchman in Paris in 1841 he tried to get the 
work accepted at the Opéra. The Director, Léon Pillet, would 
not promise this; but he liked the scenario so much that he offered 
to buy it from Wagner, meaning to have it made into a libretto 
for one of the composers on the Opéra’s waiting-list. As Wagner 
could claim no proprietary rights in the story itself he wisely, 
though much against the grain, accepted Pillet’s offer; he was 
not in a position at that time to turn his back contemptuously on 
a few hundred francs. A new text was therefore put together by 
two theatre hacks of the day, Benedict-Henri Révoil and Paul 
Foucher; it was set to music by Pierre Dietsch, and the opera, 
which proved a dismal fiasco, was produced in 1842. The French 
librettists altered Wagner’s plan so radically that the two plots are 
hardly the same. It is interesting to note, however, that in their 
version the phantom seaman — not Vanderdecken and a Dutch- 
man now but a Norwegian of the name of Troil — has added to 
the sin of impiety the crime of killing the pilot when the latter 
tried to persuade him not to persist in his mad purpose. Now this 
pilot motive, as we may call it, is not found either in Wagner or 
in Heine, who was Wagner's source for at any rate part of the 
story. It appears, however, as we have seen, in Marryat, so that it 
looks as if Révoil and Foucher may have read The Phantom Ship; 
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as a matter of fact their opera was entitled not The Flying Nor- 
wegian but Le vaisseau fantéme. (The pilot motive, of course, 
may have existed already in some popular version of the legend, 
unknown to us today, that was in circulation at the time). 
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In view of the fact that Marryat, De Quincey and the Black- 
wood's writer all imply that the legend of the Flying Dutchman 
was known to their readers we can take it for granted that a 
popular version of it was already current to some extent. We find 
the same implication again in the next literary form of the story 
that comes within the scope of our enquiry. 

In 1834 Heine published in his Salon a series of papers with the 
title of Memoirs of Herr von Schnabelewopski. In Chapter VI 
the supposed memoirist tells how in Hamburg he saw one night 
“a big ship looking like a sombre giant in a great scarlet cloak. 
Was it the Flying Dutchman?” he asks. “This fable of the Flying 
Dutchman”, he continues, “you surely know.” After leaving 
Hamburg the itinerant Herr von Schnabelewopski had gone to 
Amsterdam; and in his next chapter he tells how he there saw 
“the dread Mynherr”, as he calls him, on the stage. Heine outlines 
the action of the play thus. The Dutch captain had sworn by all 
the devils in hell that he would round a certain cape if he had to 
keep on sailing until the Day of Judgment. “The Devil took him 
at his word; he would have to sail the seas until the Last Judg- 
ment, unless he was redeemed by the fidelity of a woman’s love. 
Donkey as the devil is, he doesn’t believe in female constancy; so 
he allows the accursed captain to land once every seven years, 
take a wife, and thus achieve his salvation. Poor Dutchman! Time 
after time he is glad enough to be saved from matrimony itself 
and escape from his saviour, so back he goes to his ship again.” 

Heine continues with the action of the play up to the point 
where the Dutchman has met Katharina, the daughter of a Scot- 
tish skipper, and received her promise to be “true unto death”. 
Then Herr von Schnabelewopski’s attention is diverted to a pretty 
blonde in the audience. He makes her acquaintance: she is of an 
obliging disposition, and by the time the pair return to the the- 
atre the drama is in its final stage, with the Dutchman generously 
warning Katharina of the doom that awaits her if she links her 
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fate with his, Frau Flying Dutchman, as Heine calls her, leaping 
into the sea, true to death, the accursed seaman being well and 
truly redeemed at last, and the spectral ship being engulfed by the 
waves. “The moral of the piece”, Heine concludes, “is, for women, 
to be careful not to marry Flying Dutchmen, while we men may 
learn from it how even at the best we founder through women.” 

As this important motive of redemption by a woman is found 
only in Heine, it has been universally assumed that it was from 
him that Wagner derived the idea of an opera on the Dutchman 
theme. Wagner, of course, had read the Memoirs of Herr von 
Schnabelewopski, and never made any secret of that fact. But 
that does not necessarily mean that he made his first acquaint- 
ance with the story itself through Heine; from his own various 
accounts of the matter it is evident enough that he, like thou- 
sands of other people, was already familiar with the legend as a 
legend. Eight years before the publication of the Schnabelewop- 
ski memoirs Heine himself had referred to the story in a letter 
from the island of Nordeney which formed part of his Travel Pic- 
tures. He often strolls along the shore, he says, and turns over in 
his mind the yarns the sailors have told him. “One of the most 
attractive of these is that of the Flying Dutchman, whom one 
sees sailing by with sails spread, and who occasionally sends a 
boat out to a ship with a bundle of letters, which the men of the 
ship can do nothing with, however, for they are addressed to peo- 
ple who have long been dead.” For the legend itself, then, Wagner 
need not have been indebted in any degree to Heine’s account of 
the supposed play at Amsterdam. 
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The impression we receive from his autobiography is that he 
had conceived the idea of an opera on the subject even before he 
embarked on the “Thetis”, in July 1839, on his famous voyage 
from Riga to London, en route to Paris, where he arrived in the 
following September. While the ship was passing through the 
Norwegian fjords to escape a storm, he says, “a feeling of inde- 
scribable contentment came over me when the enormous granite 
walls echoed with the hail of the crew as they cast anchor and 
furled the sails. The sharp rhythm of the call struck into me like a 
mighty consoling omen, and soon shaped itself into the theme of 
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the sailors’ song in my Flying Dutchman,’ the idea of which was 
already at that time continually in my mind; * now, under the in- 
fluence of these new impressions, it took on a definite poetic-musi- 
cal colour.” This was written about 1866. More than twenty years 
earlier, when writing his short Autobiographical Sketch in 1842, 
he had been equally definite. A storm, he said, had compelled the 
captain of the “Thetis” to put into a Norwegian haven: “The pas- 
sage among the crags made a wonderful impression on my fancy; 
the legend of the Flying Dutchman, as I heard it confirmed from 
the seamen’s mouths,’ took on within me a distinct and peculiar 
colour, which only the sea-adventures I was experiencing could 
have given it.” Once more, then, we gather that he had no need 
to go to Heine for an introduction to the legend. He knew it be- 
fore he stepped on board the “Thetis”. He did not even learn it 
from the seamen; he talked about it to them, and they “con- 
firmed” it.* 

That he had previously read Heine’s account of the Amsterdam 
play is proved by a letter of his of July 1848 to Ferdinand Heine, 
the costume designer at the Dresden theatre. “When I wrote my 
Flying Dutchman’, he said, “it was in the firm conviction that I 
could not proceed otherwise than I did. During my famous sea- 
voyage and amid the Norwegian cliffs the subject — already long 
known to me through your namesake — acquired for me a quite 
peculiar colour and individuality, gloomy, it is true, but deriving 
from the nature common to all of us, not at all from the specula- 
tions of a gloom-sick enthusiast. But the vast wild ocean, with the 
legends woven about it, is an element that does not lend itself 
obediently and willingly to being trimmed into a modern opera; 
and I saw that the whole story of the Flying Dutchman, filled as 
it is with the roar of the sea— which now took such complete 
possession of me that it cried out for artistic reproduction, — 
would have to be atrociously cropped and mangled to be made 
into an opera text with the piquant suspenses, surprises and so 


1 See musical examples Nos. 10, 14, 15, 16. 

2 Italics mine. 

3 Jtalics mine. 

4 Ashton Ellis, in his English translation of the Autobiographical Sketch, un- 
wittingly kept this fact from the reader by omitting the important word 
“bestatigt” (confirmed). 
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forth which the modern taste demands. Therefore I preferred 
not to modify the material, just as it lay to my hand, to any 
further extent than is required by a dramatic action, leaving the 
full aroma of the legend entirely free to spread itself over the 
whole. Only in that way, I believed, could I cast upon the spec- 
tator the full spell of that strange mood in which anyone with a 
feeling for poetry can take to his heart this gloomiest of legends.” 


6 


Wagner, it will be noticed, speaks of the “subject” as being 
“already long known to me through your namesake”. Does this 
mean that he had never heard of it until he had read Heine? That 
is an unwarrantable assumption. The “subject” — der Stoff, the 
raw material — was of course to be found in Heine, as it had been 
in Marryat and the others. But this does not forbid our believing, 
on the strength of the evidence as a whole, that Wagner had met 
with this “material” independently, as the crew of the “Thetis” 
and the mariners with whom Heine had talked at Nordeney had 
manifestly done. The point to be observed in Wagner's letter to 
Ferdinand Heine is his threefold use of the term “legend”. We 
meet with it again in a letter of his of January 1848 to one Philipp 
Samuel Schmidt of Berlin, who had asked him for particulars of 
the new opera, which had just had its third performance in Dres- 
den. He is sending him, he says, a copy of the text-book, from 
which Schmidt will see for himself that his Flying Dutchman is 
in an entirely different genre from that of Rienzi, and how far it 
departs from the conventions expected of an opera composer by 
the public. “You will see that I have allowed the simple legend 
to tell itself purely in its own way, without adding this or that 
modern accessory to make it ‘operatic’ in the sense which every- 
one deems necessary nowadays;” and he goes on to speak of the 
way in which “the marvellous fragrance of the legend” has been 
completely destroyed in the French perversion of the subject by 
Foucher and Dietsch, where “effective” episodes of the kind with- 
out which no French opera is considered complete have been in- 
troduced. 

Liszt, in an article on The Flying Dutchman written in 1854, 
told his readers that “during a sea voyage Wagner read Heine’s 
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version of the legend of the Flying Dutchman: the coincidence 
of this reading with a violent storm aroused in him, swept as he 
was himself by so many inner tempests, the idea of a dramatic 
treatment of the material. He worked this out without making any 
essential changes in Heine’s moving narration.” This account of 
the genesis of the opera is not strictly accurate: from Wagner's 
own testimony, both at the time and later, it is clear that not only 
had he known the Schnabelewopski story before sailing from Riga 
but he had already formed the idea of turning the subject into an 
opera; his experiences in the Norwegian fjords had merely quick- 
ened his interest in the theme. All this, however, is of minor im- 
portance; the point vital to our present discussion is that Liszt, 
like Wagner, distinguishes between the “legend” — which, he 
says, is well known — and Herr von Schnabelewopski’s account 
of the play he alleged he had seen in Amsterdam. 


ri? 


One other source may possibly have contributed a trifle to 
Wagner's poem. In Wilhelm Hauff’s Die Karawane —the story 
of an Oriental caravan the members of which entertain each other 
with adventures in their own lives — one of them, Achmet, con- 
tributes “The Story of the Phantom Ship”. During a voyage he 
had made in his youth his own ship had sighted a ghostly vessel 
from which came sounds of uncanny merriment, although a storm 
was threatening. “The captain, who was standing by my side, 
went deathly white. ‘My ship is lost’, he cried; ‘there sails 
Death!’;” and sure enough they were wrecked that night, only 
Achmet and his old servant Ibrahim being saved. The stranger 
ship comes clearly into sight, and they recognise it as the spectral 
one they had seen just before the storm. They board it and find it 
manned only by dead men; the decks are red with blood; the cap- 
tain, sword in hand, is nailed through the head to the mast. Ach- 
met and Ibrahim cannot sleep o’ nights because the captain and 
the crew have an unpleasant habit of coming to life again then 
and going about their ordinary ship’s occasions, while in the day- 
time they are once more as dead as when Achmet first set eyes on 
them. In the end, with the assistance of a magician, the ghostly 
crew are taken ashore and buried, while the captain, after earth 
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has been placed on his head, comes to life again long enough to 
tell them his story. Fifty years ago he had been a pirate operating 
from Algiers. On one of the ships he had captured was a holy 
dervish who annoyed him by trying to get him to see the error of 
his ways. He plunged his dagger into the breast of the good but 
pestiferous old man, who thereupon cursed him and his ship with 
his last breath: he and his crew should henceforth neither die nor 
live until their heads were laid in earth. That same night his crew 
began to massacre each other; soon they were all dead men by 
day and live men again by night; and so it had gone on for fifty 
years, for how, in circumstances such as these, could the ship 
ever reach land? 

Obviously this is one more variant of the Flying Dutchman 
legend. Wagner, who was an omnivorous reader and had a most 
retentive memory, must have read Hauff’s popular story in his 
youth; and perhaps a few phrases from it may have sunk into 
what Henry James called “the deep well” of his subconsciousness, 
to come to the surface later in the way that so many fragments 
from Coleridge’s multifarious reading emerged to make up the 
story and even the wording of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. 
“With insane joy”, says the captain to Achmet when telling him 
the story of his crime and its punishment, “we would plunge 
again and again, with sails full set, into the teeth of a storm, hop- 
ing we might be dashed to pieces on some cliff or other and so lay 
our heads on earth.” Did some dim memory of all this re-emerge 
in Wagner when he made his Dutchman soliloquise thus when he 
sets foot on land once more after another seven years?: 

How oft in ocean’s seething deep 

Death have I sought, eternal sleep: — 
Yet ah! sweet death, I found it ne’er! 
Upon the cliffs my ship I drave, 

In hope to find the longed-for grave: 

But ah! no grave for me was there. 

In scorn on pirates would I fling me, 
Their utmost fury I would dare: 

“Here”, cried I, “bitter death come bring me, 
My ship is filled with treasure rare!” 

But ah! the scourge of every sea 

Would cross himself, and shrink and flee! 
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Stranger things have happened in the creative subconsciousness 
than that Hauff’s captain’s talk about pirates and driving his ship 
on to the cliffs in the hope of finding a grave in earth should have 
suggested the above lines to Wagner. We may further note the 
passage in Hauff in which sounds of uncanny merriment are 
heard coming from the phantom ship just before the storm breaks, 
This has its direct counterpart in the grisly episode at the end of 
the first scene of the third act of the opera, where the crew of the 
Dutchman’s vessel, after their long silence, terrify the Norwegian 
sailors by breaking into a grim chorus as the storm begins to shake 
their ship. There cannot be much doubt that Wagner had read 
Hauff. 
8 


We can now address ourselves to the vexed question of the ex- 
tent of Wagner's indebtedness to Heine. The motive of redemp- 
tion by female fidelity, as we have seen, appears only in the poet’s 
story of the Amsterdam play. Was there really such a play, or was 
the motive Heine’s own invention, the “play” being only a fictive 
way of introducing it? 

If the reader will turn to the relevant passage in Wagner’s Auto- 
biographical Sketch (written not long after he had returned from 
Paris, where he had met Heine), he will find the following ac- 
count of the processes by which the Flying Dutchman came into 
being: 

“T had already provided myself with a scenario for this emer- 
gency [i.e. the possibility that Pillet might commission an opera 
from him]. The Flying Dutchman, whose intimate acquaintance I 
had made on the ocean, fascinated my imagination unceasingly. 
In addition I made the acquaintance of Heine’s particular version 
of this legend in a section of his Salon; and it was especially his 
treatment — borrowed from a Dutch play bearing the same title — 
of the redemption of this Ahasuerus of the sea that furnished me 
with all I needed to turn the story into a subject for opera. I came 
to an understanding [the German may mean also “an arrange- 
ment”, or “terms”] with Heine himself on this matter, drafted a 
sketch, and gave it to M. Léon Pillet.” 

While making it clear, then, as he did in various other places at 
various other times, that the idea of his opera was born of his 
fascination with the legend, he acknowledged that it was the re- 
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demption motive that enabled him to round off his plan, and that 
he had found that motive in Heine, who had “borrowed” it from 
a Dutch play. 

But this was not the original wording of the passage in the Auto- 
biographical Sketch as it appeared in the Zeitung fiir die elegante 
Welt of February 1843. There the sentence relevant to our en- 
quiry had run thus: “Heine’s truly dramatic treatment — his own 
invention — of the redemption of this Ahasuerus of the sea gave 
me all I needed to utilise the legend for an opera subject.” Origi- 
nally, then, Wagner had given Heine credit for having “invented” 
(erfundene) that motive; later he said that it had only been bor- 
rowed (entnommene) by the poet. It may be added that before 
the publication of the Sketch in the Zeitung fiir die elegante Welt 
there had appeared in the first number of that journal a despatch 
from its Dresden correspondent, giving its readers some advance 
information — which could only have been derived from an inter- 
view with Wagner — about the young composer who had so sud- 
denly sprung into fame. “A second opera by Richard Wagner, 
who has become famous overnight through his Rienzi, is being 
energetically rehearsed for production this month. [December 
1842: actually the production did not take place until the 2nd 
January 1843]. It is entitled The Flying Dutchman, and Wagner 
has combined Heine’s fantastic story and the English narrative,* 
with some additions of his own.” Once more, then, we see that for 
the legend in general Wagner had had other sources open to him 
than Heine. What “the English narrative” may have been we can 
hardly even conjecture: from the casual way the words flow from 
the Dresden writer’s pen, and the fact that he speaks not of an 
but of the English narrative, it looks as if either the Blackwood’s 
story or the Marryat novel may have been translated into German; 
the journalist appears to be speaking of something which he takes 
it for granted his readers will understand without explanation. 
But neither Blackwood’s nor The Phantom Ship can be seen to 
have contributed anything to Wagner's scenario, which makes 
the situation still more puzzling. What is in neither of the English 
stories, but is in both Heine and Wagner, is the motive of redemp- 
tion through a woman’s love; and in 1842/3 Wagner credited the 
“invention” of this motive to the poet. 

1 Italics mine. 
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All the modern reprints of the Autobiographical Sketch repro- 
duce the text as it appeared in the first edition of Wagner's Col- 
lected Writings, issued by himself from 1871 onwards. Why did 
he make at that time the radical alteration in his original text of 
1843 to which I have drawn attention above, and further omit all 
reference to Heine’s supposititious contribution to the Dutch- 
man plan in My Life — the large-scale autobiography on which he 
was engaged at that time? The customary and most facile expla- 
nation of his cold-shouldering of Heine in My Life is that Wagner 
was giving way to a prejudice against him both as a personality 
and as a Jew. But we may reasonably doubt whether that is a cor- 
rect explanation; while it is a still more dubious explanation of his 
substituting “borrowed” for the original “invented” when reprint- 
ing the Sketch of 1842/3 in 1871. 

Had his object been to edge Heine out of the picture he would 
surely have expunged all reference to him in his account of the 
genesis of the Flying Dutchman. But he does not do so. Even here 
he makes no secret of the fact that it was his reading of the Mem- 
oirs of Herr von Schnabelewopski that had furnished him with 
the ideal motive for rounding off the dramatic action of the opera 
upon which he had long been brooding. All he does in 1871 is to 
say that Heine did not invent but only borrowed that motive. 
What lies behind that change of wording? 

Had he found reason in the after years to doubt Heine’s origi- 
nality in the matter? Do we not come upon at least a hint of that 
scepticism as early as 1851, when, in A Communication to My 
Friends, he once more set forth the genesis of his early works? 
Here he already as good as ruled Heine out as an original contrib- 
utor to the Dutchman subject. All he said was this: “During this 
[Riga] period I first became acquainted with the story of the Fly- 
ing Dutchman: Heine tells it incidentally when speaking of a per- 
formance he had seen in, I believe, Amsterdam.” The point-blank 
declaration in 1871 that Heine had merely borrowed the redemp- 
tion motive he had claimed to have invented is only a more em- 
phatic nuance of what looks like the irony of the “seen, I believe” 
in the sentence of 1851. 

I would suggest the following possible interpretation of the 
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matter. In their conversations in Paris in 1840/1 Heine had told 
him that the alleged “Amsterdam play” was pure fiction on his 
part, and claimed in particular that the redemption motive, to 
which he could see that Wagner was attaching the greatest im- 
portance as a factor in his opera, was entirely his own invention. 
Only on some such hypothesis as this can we account for that sen- 
tence in the Autobiographical Sketch in which Wagner said that 
he “came to an understanding [or “arrangement”, or “terms” ] 
with Heine himself on this matter.” What was there to come to an 
understanding about with Heine or anyone else? Certainly not 
the use of the Flying Dutchman subject in general, for that was 
well known and was no one’s literary property. Nor even a re- 
demption motive per se; for it was of the poetic essence of the 
legend that the Dutch skipper, who had everyone’s sympathy, 
should be redeemed from the curse in some way or other at the 
finish; he had been so, in fact, in Marryat’s novel — by the devo- 
tion and pious labours and sufferings of his son. The only feature 
of the Schnabelewopski story in which Heine could have claimed 
the shadow of a proprietary right in his conversations with Wag- 
ner was this little matter of having the Dutchman saved by “a 
woman true unto death”. It seems, then, a workable hypothesis 
that Heine had demanded from Wagner an “understanding” or 
“arrangement” of a pecuniary kind with regard to that motive, 
and that Wagner had reason, or thought he had, to doubt, in later 
years, whether the poet had played quite straight with him on 
that point. Heine was rather given to levying a quiet kind of finan- 
cial blackmail on his friends, as Meyerbeer and Liszt and others 
knew to their cost. 


10 


So the question arises, did he, as has been universally taken for 
granted, invent the redemption-by-a-woman motive, or had he 
really seen some play or other, or heard some version or other of 
the story of which it formed a part? Let us glance critically at his 
account of the matter. 

He begins, as we have seen, by saying that his readers will al- 
ready be familiar with the tale of the Flying Dutchman: it tells, 
he says, of a ship condemned to sail the seas for ever because its 
Dutch captain had sworn by all the devils that he would round a 
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certain cape even if it took him until the Day of Judgment. The 
Devil had taken him at his word; his only chance of redemption 
from the curse would be by the love of a faithful woman. When- 
ever the phantom ship sights another vessel, Heine goes on to say, 
the Dutch crew send out a boat with letters which they desire to 
be carried to Holland; but these letters are always addressed to 
people who have long been dead. 

Heine, then, is confessedly telling a story already known to his 
readers; and — a point of some importance — he makes no distinc- 
tion between one item in the tale and another, or between the 
familiar legend and the play. The legend of the Flying Dutchman 
per se was widely current; the evidence as to that is copious. The 
“letters motive” had formed the core of the Blackwood’s story of 
1821; and Heine himself had included it in his summary, in the 
Travel Pictures of 1826, of the Dutchman legend as, according to 
him, it had been told to him by the seamen at Nordeney.* In the 
Schnabelewopski account of the Amsterdam play Heine makes 
no claim whatever that whereas all the other elements of the 
drama are already in general circulation the motive of redemp- 
tion by a woman was peculiar to the play. He begins with the 
words “The legend of the Flying Dutchman will be known to 
you’. He tells it from start to finish as a legend; and having done 
so he begins his next paragraph with the words “It was on this 
legend that the play was based which I saw in the theatre at Am- 
sterdam.” In face of these plain facts, what warrant is there for 
assuming that one feature of the play — the redemption motive — 
was not part of the legend but Heine’s personal contribution to it? 

And how does he handle this motive? He mentions it only to 
gibe at it as a piece of romantic tarradiddle. After having told his 
readers how, in the legend, the Devil had taken the impious sea- 
man at his word and condemned him to sail the seas to all eternity 
unless he could find a woman faithful enough to redeem him, he 
speaks in propria persona. The Devil is not such a fool as to 
believe in female constancy, and the perennially disillusioned 
Dutchman is always glad to escape from his redeemer and go off 
to sea again. 

1 Years later, in chapter 6 of the Schnabelewopski Memoirs, he said that the 
legend had been told him of old by his grand-aunt. It is always difficult to 
distinguish between truth and fiction in Heine. 
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Next we have an account of the action of the play, beginning 
with the Dutchman’s meeting with the daughter of a Scottish 
skipper who is willing to play the part of redemptress, and ending 
with the Dutchman’s lament to her over his sad lot — life mal- 
treats him and death rejects him; “his grief is as deep as the sea, 
his ship without an anchor, his heart without hope.” “These”, says 
Heine, “were virtually the words with which the bridegroom con- 
cluded” — a little touch which seems to suggest that he was in 
truth describing some play he had seen. 

It is at this point, after Katharina has sworn eternal fidelity, 
that Heine tantalisingly breaks off to tell, with great gusto, that 
adventure of his with the light-o’-love in the audience that took 
him away from the theatre for a while — an episode which was 
probably the real reason for the writing of that chapter. When he 
returns the play is in its last moments, with the ending we all 
know so well. And now again Heine speaks in propria persona; 
the moral is for women not to marry Flying Dutchmen and for 
men to beware of women. Once more, it will be observed, he 
touches on the motive of redemption by a woman’s fidelity only 
to drench it with the acid of his irony. Is it not making a 
rather heavy demand on our credulity to ask us to believe that he 
“invented” that motive only to deride it? As has been pointed out 
already, it was of the poetic essence of the legend that the curse 
should be lifted from the Dutchman some time or other. Marryat 
had found one way to do that. Another way — through the self- 
sacrificing devotion of a woman — was one so wholly in keeping 
with the romantic sentiment of that generation that even if it had 
not figured in some current version of the legend, even if it had 
not appeared in an Amsterdam or some other play, it was certain, 
we feel, to have occurred at some time or other to some German 
romantic or other. But no one, surely, after having been so fully 
sympathetic to the Dutchman as to depict his unending sufferings, 
would have invented that charitable ending merely to make ribald 
fun of it. One’s final impression of it all is that the ribaldry alone 
was Heine’s, that he was indulging his satirical bent at the ex- 
pense of a romantic invention of some one else — that, in fact, he 
actually had met with that particular ending to the legend some- 
where or other, and as likely as not in a play. And perhaps the ex- 
planation of Wagner’s coolness towards Heine in 1851, and of his 
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substitution of “borrowed” for “invented” in 1871, is that by then 
he had found good reason, or thought he had, for doubting the 
poet’s claim to originality in the matter of the redemption motive, 
and felt that the “arrangement” of 1841 with him had really been 
unnecessary. 

To complete the factual record it may be added that in one of 
his letters (to Ewald) about the French stage (1837), Heine had 
spoken of himself as homesick in Paris, “like the Flying Dutch- 
man and his shipmates . . . Poor Vanderdecken!” He refers to 
the Dutch crew writing letters home to people long since dead, 
but does not say a word to suggest that in the Schnabelewopski of 
1834 he himself had contributed any new feature to the well- 
known story. Finally, in one of his articles (March 26th 1843) for 
a German journal on “The [Paris] Musical Season of 1843” he re- 
fers to the failure of the Foucher-Dietsch opera in these terms: 
“Dietz’s (sic) Flying Dutchman has suffered woeful shipwreck. 
I did not hear the opera, but I saw the libretto, and I was dis- 
gusted to see what a mess had been made in the French text of 
the beautiful story which a well-known author, Heinrich Heine, 
had imagined in a form completely suitable for the stage.” Here 
he certainly appears to be implying that the “Amsterdam play” 
was his own invention. But even at that he only claims to have 
given a stage form to the “beautiful story” which everyone knows: 
he makes no claim whatever that the redemption motive was a 
contribution of his own, a crowning touch, to the legend. 


11 


The legend of the Flying Dutchman and the motive of redemp- 
tion through love appealed so strongly to the buffeted young 
Wagner because he could read his own melancholy story into it: 
he too was a homeless wanderer on the face of the earth, he too 
longed for the sympathy and self-sacrifice of a woman who would 
understand and pity and comfort him. He shared the passion of 
most of his poetic compatriots of that romantic epoch, nourished 
as they were on Goethe, for idealising woman into the Ewig-weib- 
liche. In A Communication to My Friends (1851) he described 
his “utter homelessness in Paris” between 1839 and 1842 and his 
“yearning for the German homeland” — not the political entity 
known at that time as Germany, however, but a new Germany of 
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his dreams, “in connection with which I was certain only of one 
thing, that I would never find it here in Paris”. “It was the longing 
of my Flying Dutchman for the woman — not . . . the wife who 
waited for Odysseus but the redeeming Woman whose traits I 
did not see in any definite outline but who only hovered before 
my vision as the element of Womanhood in general”; “the quint- 
essence of womankind, and yet still the longed-for, the un- 
dreamed-of, the infinitely womanly Woman; let me say it in one 
word, the Woman of the Future.” 

Immature as it is, dramatically and musically, The Flying 
Dutchman foreshadows in various ways the Wagner of the later 
years. He himself was objectively critical of it even as early as 
1851. There was much in the poem, he said, that “is as yet in- 
choate”; “the joinery of the situations is in the main so loose, the 
poetic diction and versification so often lack the stamp of individ- 
uality”, that he would not be surprised to find the professional 
playwrights treating it all as “a piece of impudence that calls for 
severe castigation”. But for all that he always had a soft spot in 
his heart in later life for this ardent if cubbish work of his prentice 
days, because he could see in it an aspiration, however imper- 
fectly realised, towards the logically-knit musical drama — the 
antithesis of “opera” — that had haunted his imagination almost 
from the first. In the last months of 1864 he had to prepare a 
“model” production of it for King Ludwig in Munich; and on the 
2nd September he wrote thus to the King: “It is by a good dispen- 
sation that it is this early, unassuming work — which, for all that, 
is in my true style — that constitutes the occasion for my renewing 
my connection with the queer world of the theatre.” 

For he had been conscious from the first that here he had made 
his first big step, small as it may seem to us now in the light of the 
Ring and Tristan and the Meistersinger, from opera to music 
drama. He was right when he said in later life that “so far as my 
knowledge goes I can find in the life of no artist so striking a 
transformation, in so short a time, as is evident between Rienzi 
and The Flying Dutchman, the former of which was hardly fin- 
ished when the latter was begun.” His creative imagination had 
seen the subject from the beginning in terms of a new plastic form; 
though he was not sure enough of himself as yet to build up his 
work without the usual apparatus of arias, duets, ensembles and 
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so on, he had begun not with these for their own sake but with a 
central conception from which the whole drama was to evolve as 
an organism from a germ. This was Senta’s ballad in the second 
act, which is not only the central psychological point of the action 
but the musical core of the work.1 

The poem was written in Paris between the 18th and 25th 
May 1841. Wagner began the musical composition with the bal- 
lad; next came the song of the Norwegian sailors and the “Phan- 
tom Song” of the Dutchman’s crew, then the Helmsman’s song 
and the Spinning Chorus; and so possessed was he by the subject 
and so easily did his ideas flow that the whole score was com- 
pleted in seven weeks, the overture being written last. According 
to Glasenapp the title-page bears the inscription “In Nacht und 
Elend [“In Night and Wretchedness”]. Per aspera ad astra. Gott 
gebe es! [“God grant it!”]” It has recently been established, how- 
ever, that Glasenapp was in error on this point. After the Munich 
performance of the 4th December 1864, which was conducted by 
Wagner himself, he presented King Ludwig with the complete 
orchestral sketch of the work. His jottings on this give us a glimpse 
into the misery of soul in which the opera was conceived; he was 
generally on the verge of starvation in Paris, and it seems certain 
now that he spent a few days in confinement for debt. At the end 
of the second act he wrote: “13 August. Tomorrow the money diff_i- 
culties start again!”; at the end of the third act, “Finis, Richard 
Wagner. Meudon, 22 August 1841”; and at the end of the over- 
ture, “Paris: 5 November 1841. Per aspera ad astra. Gott geb’s!” 
The words “In Nacht und Elend” do not appear in the manuscript. 

Wagner’s intention had been from the first that the opera 
should be in one act only; by this means, he tells us in My Life, he 
hoped to be able to cut out all the conventional “operatic” acces- 
sories and concentrate on the psychological involutions and evo- 
lution of the two principal characters. But the practical exigencies 
of the German stage of the period compelled him to cast it into the 


1 In his letter of the 9th January 1843 to Schmidt he stressed the fact that 
he had worked out his opera without any “resounding, effective finales”, 
trusting to his audiences, who expected that kind of thing as a matter of 
course, to get over their first disappointment after seeing the work a few 
times and realise that his simple treatment of the moving legend was the 
right one. 
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customary three acts, which fact no doubt accounts in part for the 
weakness of some of the more obviously padded parts of it. In 
later years he often thought of revising the opera and compressing 
it into a single act; he promised King Ludwig, indeed, in 1865 that 
he would do this, and had his life been prolonged for a few years 
after 1883 he would certainly have included a re-shaped Flying 
Dutchman in the Bayreuth programmes. As it was, the plan came 
to nothing. What he actually did in the way of revision was to 
tone down the original orchestration, which, in the inexperience 
of youth, he had made excessively noisy, and to re-write the end- 
ing of the last act and that of the overture, points with which we 
shall deal later. 
12 


The Flying Dutchman has been made to look so old-fashioned 
by Wagner’s later works that it is difficult for us now to realise the 
many ways in which it leaped ahead of contemporary operatic 
thinking and the problems it created for the actors and stage man- 
agers and machinists. It was to assist all these people to present 
the opera more intelligently that he wrote in 1852 his Remarks on 
Performing the Opera ‘The Flying Dutchman’, which singers and 
producers of today would do well to study. Every theatre spe- 
cialist who came into contact with Wagner agreed that if he had 
had sufficient voice and stature he would have been the greatest 

erman actor of his time; again and again at rehearsals he would 
not merely tell his singers how a given scene should be acted but 
show them in his own person how to do it. In the Remarks he de- 
votes three pages of print to analysing the opening monologue of 
the Dutchman, describing every nuance of voice he expected of 
the singer, every gesture and posture he demanded of the actor. 
He warned the singer of Senta’s part against turning her into a 
soft sentimental ingénue of the conventional stage kind; on the 
contrary, while she was to be naive she was also to give the im- 
pression of a sturdy Northern maiden with the strength of the salt 
sea in her; her obsession with regard to the Dutchman whose 
story she had so often heard should be the monomania of a strong 
nature, not of a sickly one. And Erik, her lover, should not be a fu- 
tile “sentimental whiner” but “tempestuous, vehement, sombre, 
like every solitary, especially in the highlands of the North. Who- 
ever sings Erik’s cavatina in the third act in sugary style does me a 
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sad disservice; it ought to breathe sorrow and affliction”. (Unfor- 
tunately the part is generally given to what is called a “light lyrical 
tenor’, whose voice is incapable of the sombre tints that Wagner 
required, and whose notions of acting are rudimentary). Wagner 
insisted, too, that the part of Daland should not be played in the 
conventional key of the comic stage sailor. “He is a tough, blunt 
figure of everyday life, a seaman who defies tempests and dangers 
for the sake of gain, and with whom the sale — as it appears to be 
— of his daughter to a rich man would not seem at all reprehen- 
sible; he thinks and acts, like a hundred thousand others, without 
the least suspicion that he is doing anything wrong. Wagner, it 
will be seen, made heavy demands on the intelligence and the 
technique of his actors, especially those of the second line. It all 
seemed so easy to him because he had no difficulty in doing it 
himself: one singer who had watched him producing Tannhduser 
in Vienna declared in later years that he had never afterwards 
seen a performance of the opera in which he was not constantly 
reminded of Wagner’s acting in this or that situation —to the 
great disadvantage of the singers who were supposed to be repre- 
senting this character or that. 

To the staging of The Flying Dutchman, and more especially of 
the scenes in which the phantom ship appears, Wagner attached 
the greatest importance. He gives a good deal of attention to this 
matter in the Remarks; and there have recently been published in 
Germany some excerpts from his numerous jottings in the margin 
of the vocal score used for the production of the opera in Munich 
in 1864. (That score is still in the archives of the Munich Thea- 
tre). The notes were intended for the guidance of the stage de- 
signers and machinists; and it is interesting to see Wagner insist- 
ing on the sharpest differentiation between the appearance of the 
Dutchman’s ghostly ship and that of Daland, and on it being 
made perfectly clear to the spectator that while the latter was 
calm at its moorings, the former seemed to be still tormented and 
tossed about by something evil and eerie in it, as if it carried the 
storms of the Cape about with it wherever it sought shelter. 


13 


The opera was first performed in Dresden, Wagner himself con- 
ducting, on the 2nd January 1843, with the following cast: 
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SENTA Wilhelmine Schréder-Devrient 
Tue DuTCHMAN Michael Wachter 

DALAND Karl Risse 

Erik Reinhold 


(In Wagner’s first sketch for the opera the heroine bore the name 
not of Senta but of Minna). 

When the Flying Dutchman was being rehearsed in Munich in 
1864 the conductor, Franz Lachner —a capable, sober routinier 
of the older school — used to grumble about “the wind that blew 
out at you wherever you opened the score”. He was right: the Fly- 
ing Dutchman was born on the sea and still has its home on it. 
The overture is the first real sea-picture in music, and to this day 
the best of its kind. 

It opens with reiterated hollow fifths and octaves in the strings, 
against which, in the third bar, the stark motive always to be asso- 
ciated later with the Dutchman stands out challengingly in bas- 
soons and horns. (It will be observed that it too consists simply of 
the tonic and dominant of the scale of D): 


No.1 


We hear the whistle of the wind in the rigging and a roar from 
the depths of the sea, then another statement of the Dutchman 
motive. It all culminates in a great crescendo on a diminished sev- 
enth chord in the full orchestra: 


after which we hear, in the orchestral winds, a succession of calls 
that will always be associated later with the spirits of the ocean: 
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Then comes a hint of the motive of the Dutchman as perpetual 
wanderer over the seas: 


No.4 


Strings. col §%2 ; 


followed by a descending sequence of those chords of the dimin- 
ished seventh which even composers of the present day, however 
much they may affect to look down their noses at them, find ex- 
tremely useful for the expression of horror and terror: 


Gradually the fury of the wind and waves dies down into an ex- 
hausted muttering in the lower strings, with an occasional throb 
in the kettledrums; the tempo slows down to andante, and one of 
the main motives of the opera, that of the Redemption of which 
Senta is the predestined instrument, is heard in the wood wind, 
with the melody sung by the cor anglais: 


Bass; F C F 


It is the theme of the refrain of Senta’s ballad in the second act. 
At this point in the overture, however, the melody, significantly 
enough, does not come to any kind of formal end, but, at the point 
where we would expect it to do so, shades off into a figure: 
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that will be associated later with the Fate that eternally over- 
hangs the Dutchman. 

This episode is a kind of inset in the great sea picture, marked 
off from that by both its tempo and its colouring. With a resump- 
tion of the original tempo we are back on the sea once more, with 
the motive of Wandering (No. 4), that of the ocean spirits ( No. 3, 
with the figure of the restless sea shown in the bass of that quota- 
tion), the motive of Fate (No. 7), the characteristic theme of the 
Dutchman (No. 1), and a new motive, that of his Longing for 
Death: 


eto. 


all woven into one symphonic web. In the course of this develop- 
ment we find No. 1 answered by a theme in the wood wind which 
Wagner has marked espressivo: 


This episode ends with a melody that will be recognised later as 
that of the sailors on the Norwegian ship: 


No. 10 
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Then the storm picture is resumed, with the various motives as- 
sociated with the Dutchman and Senta. No. 6 asserts itself more 
and more insistently until we come to the final vivace section, 
with No. 6 in a new and more exuberant form: 


Now, too, the Redemption motive is given for the first time the 
ardent ending it has when Senta sings her ballad in the second 
act: 


No. 12 PPT TT TTT TTT TT TT dette 
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This Redemption motive dominates the remainder of the over- 
ture. Wagner, however, elaborated the final section considerably 
in later years, drawing more and more expression out of the repe- 
titions and metamorphoses of No. 6; and he changed the coda 
completely. In the original edition of the score he had introduced 
the Dutchman’s motive (No. 1) for the last time, in D major, at a 
point seventeen bars before the finish, rounding it all off rather 
conventionally with a scale passage and a few final emphatic 
chords. But his artistic sense must have told him later that log- 
ically the last word should be not with the Dutchman but with 
Senta; so now, after the thunderous re-statement of the Dutch- 
man motive in D major in the brass, he suddenly switches for a 
moment into G major, tones the orchestral mass down to wood 
wind and harp, and finally reaches a restful D major in this way: 
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The effect is the one of “transfiguration” with which Wagner was 
Jater to end Tristan and the Twilight of the Gods.* 


14 


The curtain rises on a sea coast with steep and rocky cliffs: 
those in the foreground form gorges on either side which from 
time to time give back echoes. A violent storm is raging; on the 
open sea the wind is lashing the waves, but between the rocks it 
is calmer, except for an occasional gust. Close to the shore lies a 
Norwegian ship, driven to take refuge here from the storm when 
already near home. It has just cast anchor, and the seamen are 
energetically occupied in furling sails, throwing out ropes, and so 
on, singing their “Hojohe! Halloho!” to typical sailors’ calls of this 
kind: 


and this: 


Ho!— Hey!— Hal-lo-ho!__ 


etc, 


the while the sea surges and the wind howls or mutters in the dis- 
tance. The little figure shown in the second bar of No. 14 is 
echoed from time to time first by the cliff-hollows on one side 
then by those on the other. For not only the stage action but fhe 
music of this scene Wagner drew upon his experiences in the 
“Thetis” during his voyage from Riga to London, when, as he tells 


1 The reader will find the Flying Dutchman overture in its first form in the 
Novello edition of the opera. 
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us, a violent storm in the Skagerrack had forced the captain to 
run for shelter into one of the N orwegian fjords.’ 

The captain, Daland, has gone ashore; he has climbed one of 
the cliffs and is gazing landwards, trying to recognise the locality. 
At last he descends to the shore again; the storm, he says, has 
blown them a good seven miles out of their course, just as they 
were hoping to make their own port. The steersman assures him 
that all is well with the ship, in spite of the buffeting it has had. 
“Sandwike it is”, says Daland; “full well I know the bay.” [Sand- 
wike, as we have just seen, was the little fishing village in the 
fjord to which the “Thetis” had run for safety]. He breaks into 
one of those foursquare melodies, with the stresses falling in the 
same place in bar after bar, which Wagner himself was to recog- 
nise later, with a certain amount of amusement, as a mannerism of 
his melodies in his earlier years: 


Schon sah am U «@ fer ich mein Haus, 
There fore my eyes my own home lay; 


Sen - ta, meinKind,glaubt? ich schon zu ume arm- en: 
Sen - ta, my child, I  thoughtshouldgiveme greet-ing: 


There, before Daland’s eyes, had actually lain his own house, 
where his daughter Senta was waiting to embrace him; then this 


1 See the quotation on pages 8/9. Four pages have survived of the pocket- 
book in which Wagner jotted down his day-to-day experiences during the 
voyage. There were evidently more storms than the one in the Skagerrack. 
Wagner's entries from the 27th July to the 11th August (1839) run thus: 
“27th in Skagerrack storm. 28 storm. 29 stormy west wind: had to run into 
a small Norwegian harbour near Arendal. Evening on shore with Minna. 
Marvellous rocks out at sea. Place, Sand-Wigke. On the 31st we tried to 
sail again; going out of the harbour the ship strikes an invisible rock: 2 
shocks. Back again . . . 1 August safe on sea again. Sunday evening, 4th, 
stormy north wind: favourable. 6th, evening, contrary storm. Wednesday, 
the 7th, bad day: storm at its worst 2.30 in the afternoon. 8th, mild con- 
trary wind. 9th, evening, off English coast at Southwold . . . Evening 10th 
to evening 11th, fierce storm from the west between the sandbanks . . .” 
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infernal storm had sprung up and driven him out of his course. 
“Who trusts in the wind trusts to the mercy of Satan!” he re- 
marks sagely. 

However, there is no help for it now, and a tempest of this 
ferocity cannot last long. At his bidding the crew go below; he 
himself goes into his cabin after telling the Steersman to take his 
watch for him that night and keep a sharp look-out, which the 
man promises to do. Left alone, the Steersman paces up and down 
the deck for a while: the storm has abated somewhat in the ha- 
ven, but out on the open sea it is still rough. A fragment of what 
we shall discover later to be a dance-tune of the sailors: 


No. 18 


Hn. Bassoon 


runs through his mind. He is tired; he sits down, yawns, and, by 
way of fighting down his desire for sleep, begins a song to the 
maiden of his fancy: 


No. 19 J 


Mit Ge- wit-ter und Sturm aus fern- em Meer, mein 
Through the thun-der and storm, from dis ~ tant seas, My 


Ma -del, bin dir nah! 
maid-en, come I near! 


with a prayer to the south wind to carry him soon to her: 
No.20 


Moderato ae 104 


Mein Ma- del, wenn nicht Sid-wind wir, ich 
My maid-en, if the south wind fails, no 


nim-mer wohl kim’ zu dix: 
more can I come to thee: 
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He ends with a long “Halloho! Holloho!” Just then there is an 
ominous upward surge from the depths to the heights of the or- 
chestra (the “Waves” motive seen in the bass of No. 8), as a big- 
ger wave than ordinary mounts and hurls itself against the ship, 
shaking her violently. The Steersman looks round with a start; 
assuring himself that all is well with the vessel he sits down again 
and resumes his song. But it is broken by yawns which he cannot 
suppress, and before he can finish his “Hoyohe! Halloho!” ca- 
denza he falls asleep from sheer weariness, 


15 


By now it has grown darker and the storm has increased: the 
Dutchman’s motive (No. 1) is heard thundering through the 
whistling wind as another ship (that of the Flying Dutchman) 
is seen approaching. Its masts are black, its sails blood-red: it 
makes swiftly for the shore on the side opposite the Norwegian 
vessel and casts anchor with a tremendous crash that wakens the 
Steersman. But only for a moment, so tired is he; he glances at 
the helm, sees that all is right, begins the refrain of his song once 
more — and falls asleep again. 

The spectral crew of the Dutch ship is now seen furling the 
sails in uncanny silence, while the orchestra gives out the sombre, 
fate-laden theme associated with the Dutchman’s endless sub- 
mission to the behest of Fate (No. 7). He steps on shore, a sinis- 
ter figure in a black costume of Spanish type: the orchestra ac- 
companies him with a phrase that is not used often enough in 
the work to be ranked as a motive, but which is heard several 
times in the course of the monologue that now follows; it symbol- 
ises his weariness of life: 


No. 21 Pte. 
~ ~ “violas & Cellos in SYS 
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In an expressive recitative he describes how, another seven years 
having passed, the author of his curse allows him to set foot on 
land again, in quest of a grace which he knows he will never find: 
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to the sea he is condemned to be true until its last wave is spent 
and it itself has been swallowed up. Then, over the undulating 
motive (No. 4) that symbolises the endless wandering to which 
he is doomed, he begins an aria — “How oft, in ocean’s seething 
deep, Death have I sought, eternal sleep”, that has lost none of 
its vitality after a hundred years of operatic development. The 
second phrase of the aria, sung to the words “Yet ah! sweet death 
I found it ne’er!” has already been heard in the overture (No. 8). 
In despair he has driven his ship on to rocks that have been the 
grave of other vessels, but in vain; he has tempted pirates with his 
wealth, but the terror of the seas has only crossed himself and 
fled. His curse he must carry to all eternity. 

For a moment he turns again to heaven with the hope in his 
heart that has been so often mocked — the hope that some day 
the promised absolution and salvation will come to him: 


No, 22 


Maestoso d=66 b Jol 


Dich fra- ge _ ich, ge-priesner En-gel Got - tes, 
Teli me, I pray, O an-gelsent from hea = ven, 


der mei-nes Heils Be - ding-ung mir ge-wann: 
Beare- ing me hope of par-don and of peace: 


This impressive section of his aria is sung over a succession of 
tremolando chords in the lower strings, through which pierce 
from time to time the solemn tones of the trombones. 

But this is all delusion, he cries; where upon the earth is eternal 
faithfulness to be found? And to a broad, sweeping melody: 


No.23 
Molto passtonato J = 84 
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Nur er-= ne Hoff-nung soll mir blei - ben, nur 
One hope a- lone my heart sus- tain = eth, One 


un - er- schit-tert steh’n: 
> lone doth light my gloom: 
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he sings of the one real hope still left to him — that to the earth 
itself an end must some day come, the “Day of Judgment, last 
great Day”, when the trumpets of God will peal forth and the 
universe will collapse in ruin, and all the dead will rise again: 
then will he too know the mercy of annihilation. For that fate he 
longs: “Ye worlds, end your course! Eternal destruction fall on 
me!” And as the spectral crew of the ship echo these last words 
of his in sepulchral tones, the Dutchman, with folded arms, leans 
gloomily against a cliff in the foreground. 


16 


At this moment Daland comes up on deck to take the direction 
of the wind. He sees the strange vessel, which had not been there 
when he had gone below, and turns to the Steersman for infor- 
mation about it. The Steersman, still half-asleep, makes another 
attempt at his love song; but Daland takes hold of him and 
shakes him awake. Then he takes up the speaking-tube and hails 
the stranger ship. There is no answer — only, after a long pause, 
an eerie double echo of the “Ahoy!” from the two sides of the 
bay. Neither another hail from Daland nor one from the Steers- 
man brings any response. At last Daland perceives the Dutch 
captain on the shore, hails him again, and asks the name of his 
ship and whence he comes. A gloomy figure in octaves in the 
violas and ’cellos: 


N0.24 7 ento dn 66 Trombones 


anticipates his reply — “Far have I come: wouldst thou deny me 
anchorage here while the storm doth rage?” The genial Daland, 
who has now joined him on the shore, assures him he is welcome. 
His own ship, he says, has been driven on this rocky coast by the 
same foul weather, only a few miles from his home. After a la- 
conic statement that he is Dutch and his ship has escaped dam- 
age, the stranger tells Daland that for more years than he can 
measure he has been buffeted about by wind and wave: many 
lands have harboured him, but the land he longs for he can never 
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find. Will Daland take him into his house for awhile as his guest? 
He will not repent it, for the Dutchman’s vessel is filled with 
treasures from every zone. He makes a sign to the watch of his 
ship, and the crew bring on shore a chest which, when opened, 
is seen by the dazzled Daland to be crammed with pearls and 
precious stones; and he becomes really interested when the 
strange captain assures him that all these and more are his in re- 
turn for shelter for a single night; for the Dutchman, alas, has 
neither home nor wife nor child (No. 24). 

It takes a little time to convince Daland that the Dutch cap- 
tain is in earnest; but the latter clinches matters by asking him 
“Have you a daughter?”, and, on being told that he has, by saying 
eagerly “Let her become my wife!” Daland, though he can hardly 
believe his ears, is overjoyed at the prospect of having this rich 
mariner for a son-in-law. Remarking in a lengthy sotto voce that 
he had better close with the offer before it is withdrawn, he de- 
cides to accept him. Turning to the Dutchman again, he assures 
him that he really has a daughter, a good and lovely girl who is 
his pride, his treasure, his consolation in adversity, his joy in hap- 
piness. All this the Dutchman finds very reassuring: so good a 
daughter, he comments, is bound to prove a faithful wife. Not to 
be outdone in noble sentiments, Daland tells him that he cannot 
help pitying the lot of a man who has suffered so much as the 
Dutchman has, for his large-handedness in the matter of gold 
and jewels is proof enough for anyone that he has a good heart — 
not, Daland hastens to add, that he would decline him as son-in- 
law were his fortune only half as great. 

So it is arranged that with the first fair wind they shall make 
for Daland’s home, where the Dutchman shall see the maiden 
who, he now fervently hopes, will prove to be his long-sought 
“angel” of redemption. Daland’s contribution to the duet that 
follows is a song of thanks to the storm that has brought him this 
astonishing piece of good luck, and a promise to himself that he 
will not let this unexpected fortune slip through his fingers. The 
episode is excessively long, and the young Wagner is quite inca- 
pable of finding music for the situation that will rise above the 
routine commonplaces of the opera of the epoch. He would have 
done better, we sometimes feel, to have dispensed almost entirely 
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with Daland; but operatic exigencies, of course, made that dif- 
ficult. 

By this time the weather has cleared, the sea is calm, and the 
Steersman and the Norwegian crew give a shout of welcome to 
the south wind that has sprung up. Daland also is rejoiced. He 
suggests their raising anchor together at once; but the Dutch- 
man begs him to put to sea first, for he wants to give his own crew 
a rest. (The real reason for postponing his own sailing is of 
course a matter less of humanitarianism than of practical oper- 
atics. Were Daland and the Dutchman to reach land again at the 
same time Wagner would lose the opportunity for one of the 
most impressive moments of the opera — the Dutchman’s unex- 
pected entry into the spinning scene of the second act). 

So Daland goes on board his ship, pipes the crew, and bids 
them cast loose, which they do to the strain of the Steersman’s 
song (Nos. 19 and 20). The Dutchman returns to his own vessel, 
and the curtain falls with the orchestra giving out some of the 
tunes associated with a life on the ocean wave, especially Nos. 
8, 15 and 18. 


Ly 


The orchestral introduction to the second act begins with a 
vigorous statement of the second part of the Steersman’s song 
(No. 20), which is followed by suggestions of the sailors’ dance 
(No. 18) and of other motives (Nos. 8, 15) already associated 
with the seamen and the sea. This repetition was imposed on 
Wagner by the enforced casting of his drama into three acts. 
When, at Bayreuth in 1901, the work was played in one contin- 
uous act (in accordance with his original intention), a cut was 
made from bar 26 before the end of the orchestral postlude to 
the first act to bar 19 of the prelude to the second. These bars 
are really superfluous, and the work gains in organic unity by 
their omission. 

The curtain rises on a large room in Daland’s house — unmis- 
takably a sea captain’s room, for on the walls hang sea pictures, 
charts and so forth. Prominent on the back wall is a portrait of a 
pale man with a dark beard, wearing a black Spanish costume. 
Round the fireplace are seated Senta’s old nurse, Mary, and a 
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number of maidens engaged in spinning; while Senta sits a little 
apart from the others, leaning back in a long chair with her arms 
crossed. She is lost in dreamy contemplation of the portrait. 

Motive No. 15, which in the orchestral transition from the first 
to the second act was associated with the Norwegian sailors as 
they hoisted the sails and pulled at the ropes, now becomes as- 
sociated in Wagner’s mind, in some curious way or other, with 
another kind of work, that of the maidens. It becomes an integral 
part of the main phrase of their Spinning Chorus: 


No.25 


Allegretto de 66 =— —_ 
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The humming of the wheels is suggested in the strings. (The 
piece soon became very popular in Germany; Liszt made a bril- 
liant transcription of it for the piano in 1860). The burden of the 
girls’ song is a prayer to the wind to bring their seafaring lovers 
home to them soon. Mary gently reproves Senta for not spinning 
with the others: this idleness, she tells her, is not likely to bring 
her a gift from her lover. The other girls twit Senta with the fact 
that she has no need to spin as they do, for her lover does not, like 
theirs, sail the seas in quest of treasure; instead of gold he brings 
her game, for Erik is a hunter. 

Senta apparently does not hear their chatter. She remains im- 
mobile: the orchestra gives out a quiet suggestion of a phrase 
(No. 6) from the ballad into which she will launch later; and we 
are to understand from the stage directions that she is singing 
the ballad of the Flying Dutchman softly to herself. Mary asks 
her, with motherly solicitude, why she wastes so much of her 
young life brooding on the portrait on the wall. Senta’s reply is 
“Why did you tell me of this hapless man, and fill my soul with 
pity for him?” The maidens, unable to comprehend this obses- 
sion of hers, mockingly hope that Erik will not become jealous 
and do something desperate; and they turn to their spinning 
again with more zest and noise than ever, until Senta begs them 
to stop. All this humming and buzzing, she says, distracts her; 
if they wish to interest her with their singing they must try with 
something better than this. We have arrived, it is evident, at 
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the old-fashioned opera “cue for song”, a device which the young 
Wagner did not as yet know how to dispense with, or at all 
events how to disguise. Senta suggests that, for distraction’s sake, 
Mary shall sing them the ballad of the Flying Dutchman; but as 
the older woman recoils in horror from the uncanny idea Senta 
says she will sing it herself, in the hope of winning their sym- 
pathy for the wretched man who is the subject of it. So the others 
— except Mary, who goes on spinning peevishly by the fire — 
put their wheels aside and gather round Senta, who begins the 
ballad still sitting in the armchair. 


18 


The song tells of a phantom ship, with black masts and blood- 
red sails: 


No. 26 pe 63 


Traft ihr das Schiff im Mee - re an, blut - 
Saw ye the ship that rides the storm, Blood 


-rot die Se - gel, Schwarz der Mast? 
ered the sails and black tke mast? 


On her deck stands a pale captain, whose watch is without end. 
One thing alone can redeem him from the curse that lies on him 
— the love of a woman faithful unto death (No. 6). But when and 
where will he find her? 


No. 27 


Ach! wannwirst du, blei-cher See - man, sie fin- den? 
Ah! when poor sea - man, this maid wilt thou find her? 


“Pray ye all that heaven will grant him this boon!” As she says 
this, Senta turns towards the picture on the wall. The maidens 
listen sympathetically, and even Mary has now ceased to spin. 

The second stanza of the ballad tells of the seaman’s rash vow 
to round a certain cape if he had to sail the seas until Judgment 
Day, and of how Satan took him at his word.:The third stanza, 
which Senta sings with febrile exaltation, describes the Dutch- 
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man’s landing once in every seven years, his vain quest of a faith- 
ful woman, and his flight in despair to the sea again. The maid- 
ens — this is an effective dramatic touch — are so deeply moved 
that almost unconsciously they become first of all co-singers of 
the ballad with Senta, and then, when she falls back exhausted in- 
to the chair, continue it softly alone. Then, in a sudden access of 
enthusiasm, Senta springs up from the chair and vows that if God’s 
angel will bring the Dutchman to her she will save him by her 
loyalty: at this point we hear the melody from which the motive 
of Redemption by Love (No. 12) in the overture had stemmed. 

The maidens rise to their feet in terror at this fanatical out- 
burst, and just then Erik appears in the doorway: he had heard 
Senta’s closing words, and gives a startled cry of “Senta! wilt thou 
destroy me?” Gloomily he announces that Daland’s ship has been 
sighted — news that fills the others with joy. The girls, in spite of 
Mary’s appeal, will do no more work that day: they will be off 
to the shore to greet their men-folk and take them food; all which 
is made clear to the audience, after the operatic manner of the 
1830's, by a great deal of repetition of the same words and musi- 
cal phrases. It ends in Mary driving the girls out of the room and 
following them, for of course the stage must be free now for the 
big scene between Senta and Erik. 

She would have followed the others out, but Erik restrains her. 
He implores her to give him an explanation. Before her father 
sails again the old man will keep his promise to give Senta in 
wedlock; and Erik speaks passionately of his own unrequited love 
for her: 


Mein Herz, voll Treu - ors bis 
A é : 


e 
ov = ing heart a - lone —_ 


Ster-ben, mein durf- tig’? Gut, mein Jai- - - ger - gluck: 
bring thee, Nogoods nor gold, a hunt - CES (yay 


Will she not be content to share his humble lot? He knows that 
her father’s mind runs on wealth alone. Can he rely on Senta to 
speak for him, or is her whole affection, as he fears, centred in the 
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portrait on the wall, and her whole heart in the morbid ballad 
she has just sung? When he speaks of his own grief she leads him 
up to the picture, points to it, and asks if he can be blind to the 
look it turns on her, imploring her pity for the doomed seaman 
and the redemption of him from the curse. 

Exhausted by her conflicting emotions she sinks back into her 
chair as Erik begins to tell her of a vision he has lately seen. He 
had been lying dreaming on a high cliff that overhung the sea. 
He saw a strange ship nearing him, and then two men coming 
along the shore together. One of them was her father: the other 
he did not know, but recognised him, by his black garb and 
gloomy face, as the original of the portrait. From the house Senta 
had come running to greet her father; but catching sight of the 
stranger she turned to him and fell on her knees before him. He 
raised her up; she sank on his breast and kissed him, and then the 
two sailed away together. It was an excellent dramatic device on 
Wagner's part thus to introduce first as a figment of the imagina- 
tion an episode that would become actuality a little later: he 
afterwards employed the same technique in Lohengrin, where 
Elsa, in a trance, sees her rescuer Lohengrin approaching some 
time before the swan-drawn boat appears on the river. 

While Erik has been speaking, Senta has fallen into a cataleptic 
state, in which she not only sees incident after incident as her 
lover describes it but at times, by the force of her imagination, an- 
ticipates him. At the climax of his story she comes back suddenly 
to real life again with an enthusiastic cry of “’Tis I he seeks! To 
him must I go! His fate shall be mine!”. “My dream was true, 
then!” ejaculates Erik; and he rushes out in horror and dismay. 


19 


Senta, her visionary excitement having spent itself, relapses 
once more into immobility and brooding silence, her eyes riveted 
on the portrait; then she murmurs softly to herself the refrain of 
the ballad (No. 27). Just then the door opens, and Daland and 
the Dutchman appear. Daland pauses on the theshold, as if wait- 
ing for Senta to come forward and welcome him as usual; but 
the Dutchman, with his eyes fixed on Senta, comes slowly towards 
her, while she, for her part, stands motionless, gazing at him as if 
spellbound. Wagner creates a feeling of suspense by means of 
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those throbs in the kettledrums and lower strings of which he 
was to make such good use for a similar purpose in his later 
operas. There appears, too, in the strings, a tender little figure, 
the parallel thirds of which are also characteristic of the later 
Wagner: 
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as Daland comes forward at last with a gentle reproof to his 
daughter for her seeming coldness towards him. She takes him by 
the hand, draws him closer to her, and asks “Who is the stranger?” 
He smiles affectionately at her, the orchestra launches the bluff 
motive characteristic of him: 


and in a set aria—for in an opera of 1840 the bass, like the so- 
prano, the tenor and the baritone, had to have his aria: 


Mogst du,meinKind,denfremden Mannwill-kommen hei-ssen! 
Wilt thou, my child, ac-cord this stranger friendly greet-ing? 


he urges her to give the newcomer friendly greeting. “A seaman 
he is, like myself”, he says, “long without a home, a constant 
wanderer over the seas. Great wealth he has won him in foreign 
lands, and much of it he would give to find a home. Tell me, 
Senta, wilt thou give him welcome here?” She nods assent. Da- 
land turns joyously to the stranger. “Did I overpraise her?” he 
asks. “You see her yourself; is she not an ornament to woman- 
kind?” The Dutchman, still silent, makes an assenting gesture, 
and, with No. 28 in the orchestra expressing his tenderness for 
his daughter, the bluff old captain, whose heart, after all, is in 
the right place, turns to her again and urges her to consent to 
marry the stranger on the morrow. Senta makes a convulsive 
movement: 
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but remains silent and soon regains her composure. Interpreting 
her silence in the wrong way, Daland shews her a quantity of 
jewellery which, he assures her, is the merest trifle compared with 
what the stranger owns; and all this will be hers when she be- 
comes his wife. 

But the principal pair, wholly absorbed in each other, pay no 
attention to his chatter. At last it dawns on him that he is not 
wanted there; so with a parting word of advice and warning to 
his daughter, and another singing of her praises to the stranger, 
he departs, observing them narrowly all the while, obviously 
hard put to it to understand what can be in their minds. 
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When at last they are alone they “remain motionless” for a time, 
as the stage directions put it, “lost in contemplation of each 
other”; and Wagner — rather helplessly, for he is unskilled as yet 
in the art of ringing ever-new psychological changes on his lead- 
ing motives, — fills in their silence with simple enunciations of the 
Dutchman motive (No. 1) and that of Redemption (No. 27 etc.) 
in the orchestra. But he soon finds himself again when the Dutch- 
man begins to speak, which he does at first in a long unaccom- 
panied line of quasi-recitative: 

Up from forgotten depths of years long vanished 
Beams now this maiden’s face on me: 
Dream-visions seen in days and nights unending 
Now turned to substance here I see. 


Then he launches into the first cantilena of the duet: 


Wohl hub atch ich voll Sehnsucht mei-ne Blik- ke, 
Oft in the night my sighs toheavenas - cend- ed, 


Bass: B Gt E B Gt E A 
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aus tie - fer Nach zu ei-nem, Weib: 
Long- ing for peace up - on a@ wo-mans breast: 


ce OC B Gt FH B 
He speaks of his eternal longing, not so much for love itself as for 
release through love from his suffering. Senta answers him quietly 
at first, as if musing within herself rather than speaking to him: 


as 
o 
B 
‘ 
ao] 
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Is all a dream, a vision fair and fleeting? 
Can sight and hearing thus betray? 

Was all till now illusion born of darkness? 
Now dawns at last the glorious day? 


Ver-sank ich jetzt in wun-der-bar-es Trdumen? 
Was all a dream, a_ vt-ston fatrand fleeting? 


Then, in more impassioned tones, she takes the lead in a combina- 
tion of the two voices: 


Er steht vor mir mit leid-en-vol- len Zu-gen, 
See, there he standswith sor-row wan and wea-ry, 


Before her, she says, stands at last in the flesh the man of whom 
she had so often dreamed, pouring his tale of sorrow into her 
pitying ears. She will bring him salvation and peace, she assures 
him — an assurance none the less sincere on her part, and ac- 
cepted with none the less sincerity on his, because it ends weakly 
with one of those conventional cadenzas which the young Wag- 
ner could not help taking over from the opera of the period: 
No. 36 


DUTCHMAN: En - gel, wiird’ esdurch sol-chen En- gel 
cease, Would but this an = gel 
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u Arm-ster,dir durch 


will win thee, I will 


mir zu teil,wiird’ esdurch sol-chen En-gel 
bid ___ my sor - row cease,would but this an-gel bid my 
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mich zu—— | teil! 
bring pais peace! 
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eer at zu teil! 


The Dutchman takes a few steps nearer to Senta, and earnestly 
asks her if she is willing to make good her father’s word — will 
she give him the love and faith that alone can redeem him from 
the curse? She pledges her word, and he kneels before her, im- 
ploring heaven’s help for her and for himself. Then, rising in 
great agitation, he asks her if she realises the fate that awaits her 
if she casts in her lot with his. If she gives him her word it will 
be beyond recall; does she not shrink from the abyss that opens 
before her? “Well know I woman’s sacred duty”, she replies, in 
the authentic vein of the German romanticism of the epoch. 
“Take heart, o hapless one: I know full well what is demanded of 
me: but he to whom I dedicate myself, his am I only, true to 
death!” And the duet ends in a glow of exaltation on both sides, 
Senta especially rejoicing in the new spiritual power that has 
taken possession of her: 


Was ist’s,das mach_ tig in__ mir— __le- bet? 
What power ts this —__ that thro’and thro’doth thrill me? 


Daland re-enters to the accompaniment of a festive melody in 
the orchestra: 
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to ask, in his blunt way, if they are plighted yet, as the villagers 
are anxious to begin the junketing that celebrates the ending of 
each voyage. Senta assures him that her resolution has been taken 
and she will never rue it; and the act ends with a trio in which 
Senta and the Dutchman, entirely absorbed in themselves and 
each other, pay no attention at all to the simple Daland, whose 
one idea is that they shall come with him and “join the merry 
maze”. 
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When the Flying Dutchman was given as a one-act opera in 
Bayreuth, nothing more in the way of compression and linking- 
up was necessary at this point than to slice off a dozen bars from 
the orchestral postlude to act II, for the introduction to the third 
act is merely a repetition of these. The one-act form is particu- 
larly preferable here, for obviously Daland is to be imagined as 
going straight out of the house to the popular merry-making of 
which he has spoken. 

The joyous atmosphere of the next scene is established in a 
brief orchestral prelude, which consists mainly of motives and 
phrases familiar to us by this time — No. 37, No. 12, No. 18, No. 15 
and No. 10 (the sailors’ song), which last comes to the forefront 
as the curtain rises, showing a creek on a rocky strand. In the 
foreground, to the side, is Daland’s house, while in the back- 
ground we see Daland’s ship and the Dutchman’s, lying fairly 
close to each other. It is a clear, bright night. The Norwegian ves- 
sel is ablaze with light, and on the deck the sailors are singing a 
merry chorus in praise of the joys of home-coming from the sea 
(No. 10), and dancing clumsily. The Dutch ship, however, pre- 
sents a strange and sinister contrast: it is enveloped in an un- 
natural gloom and a deathlike stillness. 

The Norwegian maidens, who have entered carrying baskets 
of provisions and drinks, are the first to sense this grisly silence 
and darkness. They draw their own men’s attention to it. The 
Norwegians, concluding that the others are dumb from fatigue 
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after their voyage, decide to take them some of their own food 
and drink. They go close to the waterside and hail the Dutch 
crew again and again; but still no sign of life comes from the 
mysterious vessel: 


Sie trin - ken nicht, sie sin - gen nicht! In 
No sign of life, no sound, no light: Nor 


ih - rem  Schif - fe . brennt kein Licht. 
wine nor song they want to - night. 


Finally they come to the conclusion that these strange beings 


are old and grey, with hearts of lead, 
and all their sweethearts long since dead. 


The maidens are terrified and perplexed, and become more 
so when the men suggest that the other ship must be the notori- 
ous. Flying Dutchman’s, of whom they should beware — for if it 
is, the crew are not flesh and blood but ghosts. It is evident that 
the legend of the Dutchman is known to them all, for they jocu- 
larly call out to the Dutch crew that if they have any letters to 
be delivered to friends or grandparents on land they will be de- 
lighted to take charge of them. When the Norwegian sailors 
further suggest that the others might hoist sail and show them 
how the Flying Dutchman can scud the sea, the girls run away 
in terror. 

At last the seamen philosophically decide that the best thing to 
do with the dead is to leave them to death; they themselves, be- 
ing alive, will feast and dance. The girls, after handing their 
baskets on board, leave the stage: the men fill their glasses and 
propose to drink their queer neighbours’ health. At their cry of 
“Wake up and join our feast!” a sombre statement of No. 1 is 
heard in the bassoons and trombones of the orchestra, and a first 
faint sign of life is observable on the Dutch ship. The Norwegians 
resume their lively No. 10 in chorus, and the Dutchman’s motive 
rings out more and more assertively in the orchestra. 
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The water round the Dutch vessel now begins to move, though 
everywhere else the sea remains calm. A violent wind shrills 
through the rigging, and on the deck a watch-fire — a blue flame 
— appears; this seems to call the invisible crew to life, for they 
are heard hoarsely shouting their “Yo-ho-hoe! Huissa!” (through 
speaking trumpets). While the wind whistles and the sea roars 
they sing an ironical song to their captain: 


Gloomy captain, go on land! 

Seven more weary years have flown! 
Seek a youthful maiden’s hand! 
Faithful maid, be his alone! 

Merry be, huil 

Bridegroom bold! Hui! 


prophesying cynically the usual end to it all — one more faithless 
maiden, and yet another voyage for the luckless wooer: 


Howl then, storm-wind, blow thy worst! 
Our good sails thou’lt never burst! 

Satan blessed them ages back: 

Blow until the heavens crack! 

Hohoe! Hoe! 


The Norwegian seamen have listened to all this with growing 
horror; and now they see the Dutch ship tossed about by the 
waves, while a furious wind whistles through the rigging, though 
everywhere else the sea is still calm and the air quiet. 

The two choruses now contend with each other for a while. 
Gradually the Norwegians, frightened by this crazy kind of storm 
and the shouts of the other sailors, leave the deck and go below, 
making the sign of the Cross; whereupon the phantom crew burst 
into shrill, mocking laughter. And then, with startling sudden- 
ness, darkness and the silence of death descend upon the vessel 
once more, the wind dies down, the sea becomes placid. The 
Dutchman’s motive (No. 1) comes out quietly in the horns over 
a string tremolando, and is answered by the Redemption motive. 


22, 


The momentary calm is broken by an agitated figure in the 
strings, to the accompaniment of which Senta comes hurriedly 
out of the house, followed by Erik, who is in a state of wild ex- 


46 


THE FLYING DUTCHMAN 


citement. Something she has said to him within doors has made 
him fear the worst. He asks her if it is true, or is he dreaming? 
She turns away, deeply moved, but unable to answer. Two mo- 
tives, complementary to each other, each of them expressive of 
perturbation: 


No. 40 
Allegro agitato d = 80 


dominate this episode. Erik reproaches her bitterly for having 
forsaken him and thrown herself into the mysterious stranger’s 
arms at the bidding of her father. Has she forgotten, he asks her, 
that she had plighted her eternal troth to him? Senta is aghast. 
“Eternal troth?” she repeats helplessly. We are not surprised that 
Erik should stare at her in blank astonishment at this: “O Senta!” 
he cries; “hast thou forgotten?” But we soon realise that this 
piece of dubious psychology on Wagner’s part is due to the neces- 
sity he was under to give the tenor of the opera another aria to 
sing before he bids not only Senta but the audience farewell for 
the night: this lame little bit of dialogue, in fact, is merely another 
“cue for song”. 

Erik’s aria is a mellifluous reminder to Senta of the days when 
she had given him reason to believe he was not indifferent to her: 
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Willst je - nes Tags— du—— nicht dich mehr ent- 
Ts that sweet day— So__. soon ly «thee for- 
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- sin - nen, als du zu dir mich riefest in das Tal? 
-got = ten, When thoudidst call me to yon val-ley fair: 


How often, he asks her, had they stood on the hill together and 
watched her father’s sail disappearing in the distance, after Da- 
land had placed her hand in his and entrusted her to his protec- 
tion; and then she had twined her arms round his neck and 
pledged her troth to him anew. “Sure was I then, Senta, that thou 
would’st faithful be!” 

All this has been overheard by the Dutchman, who now rushes 
forward in great agitation, crying despairingly, “Lost! Lost! All 
hope of salvation lost!” She places herself in his path, imploring 
him to stay; but as the storm-wind begins to rise again he pipes 
on his whistle to his crew, bidding them hoist sail, raise anchor, 
and take their last farewell of land. 

No. 41 becomes the main thematic material for a trio in which 
Senta protests that she is true to her vow, the Dutchman swears 
that he has no faith any longer in her or in God, and Erik sees the 
hand of the Devil in it all and begs Senta to come to her right 
mind before it is too late. At last the Dutchman tells her, to the 
accompaniment of a motive that has been gradually asserting it- 
self more and more since the commencement of the trio: 


etc. 


of the awful fate from which he now voluntarily saves her. He is 
condemned to carry a grievous curse, from which only a woman 
who will be faithful unto death itself can redeem him. He has had 
Senta’s promise; but it was not sworn before God, and so he will 
not hold her to it. For the fate of those who swear their troth to 
him and do not abide by their oath is eternal damnation. “Vic- 
tims unnumbered I have brought beneath this curse; but thou, 
Senta, shalt escape it. Farewell! Hope has fled from me for ever!” 
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He turns to go: Senta holds him back, while Erik, in the grip 
of a new terror, calls to the house and the Norwegian ship for 
help. Daland, Mary and the maidens from the house and the sea- 
men from the ship come out in response to his cry. “Well do I 
know thee!” Senta assures the Dutchman ecstatically. “Well do I 
know thy doom! Thy face I knew when I beheld thee first. The 
end of all thy woe is come: my love, true to death, shall bring 
thee redemption from the curse!” “Thou know’st me not, nor 
dreamest who I am!” he replies. He points to his ship, the red 
sails of which are now spread, while the crew, with uncanny 
movements, are making preparations to depart. “Ask thou the 
ocean and the tempest; ask thou the seamen of all the seas; they 
know my ship, of all good men the terror; the Flying Dutchman 
am I named!” 

He rushes on board his ship, which immediately leaves the 
shore and reaches the open sea, the phantom crew singing their 
maniacal “Yo-he-hoe!” (No. 1). Senta tries to follow him, but is 
held back by Daland, Erik and Mary. She manages to tear herself 
away and reach a rock that overhangs the water. From there she 
cries with all her strength after the departing Dutchman: “Praise 
thou thine Angel with thy last breath! Here stand I, faithful unto 
death!” She leaps into the sea. The Dutch ship at once sinks and 
disappears with all the crew, engulfed in a wave that becomes a 
whirlpool. Then, in the glow of the setting sun, the glorified forms 
of the Dutchman and Senta, clasped in each other’s arms, are seen 
rising above the wreck, soaring heavenwards. 

The present orchestral postlude to the opera takes, of necessity, 
the same course as the revised version of the overture, the older, 
rather trite ending being replaced by the appearance of the Re- 
demption motive in the transfigured form it had assumed in the 
overture (No. 18). 
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Tannhauser 


PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS 


HERMANN, LANDGRAVE OF THURINGIA Bass 
TANNHAUSER Tenor 
WOLFRAM VON ESCHENBACH Baritone 
WALTHER VON DER VOGELWEIDE Tenor 
BITEROLF Bass 
HEINRICH DER SCHREIBER Tenor 
REINMAR VON ZWETER Bass 
ELISABETH, NIECE OF THE LANDGRAVE Soprano 
VENUS Soprano 
A Younc SHEPHERD Soprano 
i 


4 / and wrote the poem in the following spring. The 

¢ title originally planned for the work was Der Venus- 

berg, but this he abandoned in deference to the wishes of his pub- 
lisher Meser, who feared that it might provoke ribald comment — 
as, indeed, the location of the action in the Mountain of Venus did 
later in the brighter circles of Germany and Paris. According to 
his own account, it was with the Venusberg scene that he began 
the composition of the music. The first act was finished in Janu- 
ary 1844, the second on the 15th October of that year, and the 
third on the 29th December: the orchestral score was completed 
on the 15th April 1845. Wagner’s ultimate title for the work was 
Tannhduser and the Contest of Song on the Wartburg. This fusion 
of two quite different stories, that of the Wartburg Contest and 


50 


#e #g- 7? AcNER drew up his first plan for an opera on the sub- 
& te / ject of Tannhauser in Teplitz in the summer of 1842, 
a) / 


TANNHAUSER 


that of Tannhiuser, aroused the ire of some German scholars of the 
period, the great Simrock in particular, for reasons which will be- 
come clear to the reader when we have surveyed the stages by 
which the opera poem came into being. 

Wagner tells us that when the subject first took hold of him he 
was not as well versed in mediaeval German poetry as he became 
later, by which he probably meant that as yet he had not put in 
much first-hand work upon the ancient texts. He had already, 
however, a good knowledge of the basic facts. One of his cronies 
in Paris (1839-1842) had been a philologist of the name of Lehrs, 
whose brother, a professor in Kénigsberg, specialised in German 
mediaeval literature. Lehrs himself was an accomplished Ger- 
manic scholar, and to him Wagner owed a great deal of the im- 
pulse that drove him during the next few years to make an ardent 
study of the ancient history and culture of his race. But there 
were other sources open to him. Like every other German of his 
day he must have known from childhood E. T. A. Hoffmann’s col- 
lection of stories entitled The Serapion Brethren, out of which the 
poets and the librettists of the Romantic epoch dug so much of 
their material. 

In one of these stories, The Singers’ Contest, the tale is told of 
the Minnesinger Heinrich von Ofterdingen. The teller of the tale, 
it appears, has been reading Wagenseil’s Nuremberg Chronicle, 
of which we shall hear more when we come to the Mastersingers. 
Fascinated by the old book, he dreams himself out of his lonely 
chamber into a lovely forest, where, at the pealing of a hunting 
horn, the animals peep shyly out of their lairs. The music of the 
horns gives way to that of harps, and as the sounds draw nearer 
there comes into view a gallant company of knightly hunters, 
laden with game, with boar-spears in their hands and bright horns 
slung over their shoulders. At the head of six noble cavaliers rides 
a man of princely mien, in old German costume, accompanied by 
a lady of dazzling beauty; at the end of the gay and happy pro- 
cession comes a train of pages and servitors. We may fairly as- 
sume that Wagner remembered this episode when he came to 
write the fourth scene of his first act, in which the Landgrave and 
his knights, hunting in the forest, come upon their former com- 
rade Tannhauser after his flight from the court of Venus. 
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While the student of Wagenseil is musing upon this entrancing 
vision he is accosted by an old man — none other than Wagenseil 
himself — who obligingly explains the scene he has just witnessed 
and tells him the full story of Heinrich von Ofterdingen and the 
Contest of Song on the Wartburg. In the first decade of the thir- 
teenth century, he says, there were six famous Minnesingers at 
the court of Thuringia — Heinrich von Ofterdingen, Wolfram von 
Eschenbach (whom we shall meet again in connection with Wag- 
ner’s Parsifal), Walther von der Vogelweide (who comes into the 
story of the Mastersingers), Reinhart von Zweckstein, Heinrich 
der Schreiber, and Johannes Biterolf, — all of them of knightly 
birth except Heinrich von Ofterdingen, who was a burgher of 
Eisenach. While the others sang songs of purity and gladness, 
Heinrich’s were filled with a pain and longing that made them 
strange and harsh. In time he separates himself from the noble 
company and goes back to his native town, where he is sought out 
by the gentle Wolfram, who, like the others, is distressed by the 
unhappiness that seems to be eating out his confrére’s heart. Hein- 
rich confesses that he has a hopeless passion for the beautiful 
Countess Matilda, the young widow of Count Kuno von Falken- 
stein. This was the lady whom the dreamer had seen riding by the 
Landgrave’s side: she was the beloved of Wolfram, who had won 
her by the sweetness and moral elevation of his songs. Never will 
he return to the Wartburg, Heinrich assures Wolfram. But one day 
he finds himself again in the forest near the castle, and, overcome 
by sad memories, he takes up his lute and pours out his soul in a 
song in praise of Matilda. He is accosted by a sinister stranger 
who jeers at his song and at the whole poor craft of the Minne- 
singers, and offers to teach him the mysteries of a greater art 
known only to himself, for he is a pupil of the great master 
Klingsor, who is in bad odour everywhere because he is sus- 
pected of trafficking in magic; and the stranger hands Heinrich 
a little book in which a few of the master’s secrets of song are set 
down. 

In the following spring the Minnesingers and their ladies, 
among them Matilda, are assembled in the great hall of the Wart- 
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burg; and just as Wolfram is about to begin a song a young man 
comes forward whom they joyfully recognise as their long-lost 
Heinrich. He is given his old place between Wolfram and Walther 
von der Vogelweide, and permitted by the Landgrave to share in 
the singing. It is soon evident to all that he is a changed man, 
proud, confident and scornful; and after Wolfram has sung in 
praise of the Landgrave and congratulated the company on the 
return of their old companion, Heinrich seizes his lute and breaks 
into a song so unprecedented in its manner and so uncanny in its 
matter that at first the others do not know what to say about it. 
Then they break into applause, and the fair Matilda crowns him 
with the victor’s garland. When twilight falls Heinrich and Wolf- 
ram find themselves alone together. The latter confesses that his 
friend has proved himself the greatest master of them all, but 
feels that this mastery has been dearly bought in some way which 
he does not understand. Heinrich listens in silence, then, cover- 
ing his face with his mantle, rushes sobbing into the night. In all 
this, and in part of what follows, we have the basis for Wagner's 
second act. 

As time goes on the other Minnesingers become critical and 
suspicious of Heinrich’s new-found art. Matilda, however, whose 
praises he is always singing, becomes his advocate. Gradually her 
character changes as his had done; “she looked down upon the 
other masters scornfully and arrogantly, and even withdrew her 
favour from the unfortunate Wolfram von Eschenbach.” She her- 
self begins to compose Minnesongs in the new and suspect style 
of Heinrich. “From that time onward the charm and sweetness of 
the deluded lady seemed to desert her. Turning her back on 
everything that is the adornment of noble ladies, on everything, 
indeed, that is womanly, she became an uncanny something that 
was neither woman nor man, hated by her own sex and derided by 
the other.” She leaves the court and goes to a castle near Eisenach, 
whither Heinrich would have followed her had not the Land- 
grave ordered him to remain and meet the challenge the other 
masters had thrown out to him. He censures the false brilliance 
of the young man’s art, which Heinrich now confesses he had 
learned first of all from the little book which the stranger had 
given him, then from the sinister Klingsor in person. 
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At the Contest of Song he is surpassed by the others, where- 
upon, mortified and furious, he breaks into a series of lays in 
which he insults the Landgrave and all the ladies of the court 
except Matilda, whom he praises in a heathenish style which the 
others find unbecoming. The knights, as in Wagner's opera, turn 
upon him with drawn swords, and his life is in danger. He appeals 
to the Landgrave for protection, and begs for a new contest in 
which Master Klingsor shall be arbiter. The Landgrave consents, 
but with the proviso that the executioner shall stand beside Hein- 
rich as he sings, and behead him if he loses. The contest is to take 
place within a year and a day, and Heinrich is sent out in search 
of Klingsor. 

After a number of episodes that do not concern us here, the 
contest duly takes place. Wolfram, inspired by the presence of 
the Lady Matilda, who has returned in all her former grace and 
innocence, is adjudged victor by all the knights. ( Klingsor is pres- 
ent, but he refuses to act as judge, for fear of offending his pow- 
erful patron King Andreas of Hungary; he prefers the decision to 
be left to the Landgrave and the assembly). The executioner ad- 
vances to mete out justice to the vanquished Heinrich, who, how- 
ever, suddenly disappears in a cloud of black smoke — a sure sign 
that he had sold his soul to the powers of evil. Klingsor had im- 
posed on the Landgrave for a while by telling him that a daughter 
is about to be born to King Andreas whose name will be Elisa- 
beth; she will be of such surpassing piety that the Pope will can- 
onise her, and she will become the wife of the Landgrave’s son 
Ludwig. But now Klingsor is in as bad odour at the Wartburg as 
Heinrich himself, and he too vanishes. “Some of the warders of 
the castle said that at the very time when Wolfram von Eschen- 
bach had vanquished the supposed Heinrich von Ofterdingen a 
figure very like that of Master Klingsor had been seen to dash out 
of the gateway on a snorting black steed.” The story ends with 
the reunion of Wolfram and Matilda, and a letter from Heinrich 
in which he confessed that he had been corrupted by the magi- 
cian, but that his friend’s pure song had torn the veil from his eyes 
and restored him to life and happiness. He sent greetings to the 
masters, and after a while news reached the Wartburg that he 
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was at the court of Duke Leopold of Austria, singing inspired 
songs, some of which he sent to the Landgrave. “Thus it was”, the 
story concludes, “that Wolfram von Eschenbach’s noble art of 
song, welling as it did from the purest depths of his soul, won a 
glorious victory over the enemy and rescued his beloved and his 
friend from perdition.” 

In Hoffmann’s story, it will be seen, there is no mention of 
Tannhauser. The central figures of it are the authentically histori- 
cal Minnesinger Wolfram von Eschenbach and the dubiously his- 
torical Heinrich von Ofterdingen; but the latter is not associated 
in any way with the court of Venus, and therefore there is no 
question, at the end, of either his damnation on that account or 
his repentance and salvation. The nucleus of the story is the Con- 
test of Song. Hoffmann had gone back, under the guidance of 
Wagenseil, to a long fourteenth century poem which tells of a 
“Contest of Song at the Wartburg”, during the reign of the art- 
loving Landgrave Hermann of Thuringia (1190-1217), between 
six Minnesingers, Wolfram von Eschenbach, Walther von der 
Vogelweide, Heinrich der Schreiber, Reinmar, Biterolf and Hein- 
rich von Ofterdingen; the last-named, who relied on the support 
of the Hungarian magician Klingsor (who is probably entirely 
mythical), gave offence to the others by praising Duke Leopold 
of Austria above all other princely patrons of the Minnesong. 
Whether such a contest ever took place we cannot be sure. But 
even if it did, the competitors must be conceived as having ex- 
pressed their sentiments in verse alone, without the aid of music; 
this is inferrible from the fact that in an old illuminated manu- 
script the contestants are depicted without any musical instru- 
ments in their hands. 


4 


From Hoffmann, then, Wagner could have derived, at most, 
only the basic conception of an opera with a contest of Minne- 
singers at its core, plus a striking incident here and there. No 
doubt he read later the old poem of The Contest of Song at 
the Wartburg for himself, for once a subject had taken root within 
him he never rested until he had learned all there was to be 
known about it. But here again, of course, as in Hoffmann, he 
would find himself with Heinrich von Ofterdingen, not Tann- 
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hiuser, as his hero; and it was Tannhauser to whom, for some rea- 
son or other, he found himself being particularly drawn during the 
early 1840’s. He was well acquainted with the rich treasury of 
German legend given to the world by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm 
in their Deutsche Sagen (1816-8). There he would have found an 
old folk-tale of “the noble Tannhauser” — a great traveller, who 
in the course of his wanderings through the world had spent some 
time with Frau Venus in her famous mountain of ill repute. After 
a while his conscience had pricked him; wearying of all these 
beautiful women and the delights of the flesh he had told Venus 
that he must leave her court. As in Wagner's opera, she tried 
every blandishment to retain him, but at last he won his freedom 
by calling on the name of the Virgin. Filled with repentance he 
went to Rome, hoping for absolution and the salvation of his soul. 
But the Pope, after hearing his confession that he had spent a 
year in the Venusberg, replied harshly, “When the dry staff I hold 
in my hand puts forth green leaves shall your sins be forgiven 
you, but not before”. Tannhauser, heartbroken at this repulse, left 
Rome and returned to the Venusberg, where Frau Venus gave 
him a hearty welcome; but on the third day, the staff having mi- 
raculously burst into leaf, the Pope sent messengers through every 
land in search of him. “But it was too late: he was back in the 
mountain again, with his old love, and there he must remain till 
the Day of Judgment, when no doubt God will send him else- 
where.” And the growing dislike of the mediaeval German world 
for the Papacy comes out in the final sentence of the story: “No 
priest ought to withhold solace from any sinful creature, but for- 
give him when he comes to him penitent and desirous of making 
atonement.” 

In Grimm also Wagner must have read the ancient legend of 
a contest at the Wartburg in 1208 (or thereabouts) between “six 
wise and virtuous men”, of whom Heinrich von Ofterdingen was 
one. The story as told there is in essentials that of the Wartburg 
poem. One feature of it may have struck root in Wagner’s im- 
agination, to emerge again, in a slightly different form, in the 
second act of the opera — when the other knights turn in anger 
upon Heinrich, clamouring for his death, he runs to the Land- 
gravine Sophie and takes refuge beneath her cloak; and under 
her protection he obtains a year’s grace. 
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Wagner was acquainted also with Ludwig Bechstein’s collec- 
tion of the legends of Thuringia (1835); in this he would find 
ancient versions of the Tannhiuser story and that of the Wart- 
burg Contest of Song. In the library of his learned Uncle Adolf he 
had found, when a boy, La Motte Fouqué’s pseudo-drama The 
Contest on the Wartburg (1828). But, he assures us, it was not un- 
til he read “the homely Tannhauserlied” and an old German 
Volksbuch of Tannhauser that his interest in the theme was really 
aroused. The Tannhiuserlied is a charming poem of the fifteenth 
or sixteenth century, excellent English translations of which have 
been given us by Jethro Bithell* and Miss Jessie L. Weston.? In 
this we have the dialogue between Tannhauser and Venus in the 
form of dramatic give-and-take. After his repulse by (it was 
alleged) Pope Urban IV (1261-4) —a dignitary in bad odour in 
Germany because of his opposition to the Hohenstaufen dynasty 
—Tannhauser goes back to the Venusberg, where, after the 
sprouting of the staff on the third day, the papal messengers lose 
track of him: 


But he was in the mountain ben 

With his sweet love to be; 

And Urban that fourth Pope is damned 
To all eternity. 


This piquant but not unattractive ending did not commend itself 
to Wagner. 


5 


So far, then, we can retrace the steps by which he was gradu- 
ally led to the story of Tannhauser and Venus and that of the 
Contest on the Wartburg. But what impelled him to combine the 
two, for the Tannhiuser of the legends had nothing to do with 
the Contest, the leading figure of which was Heinrich von Ofter- 
dingen, while the latter was not associated in the popular imagi- 
nation of a later day with either Venus or the Pope? In A Com- 
munication to My Friends (1851) Wagner said that after reading 
Hoffmann and “the homely Tannhiuserlied” he happened to come 
upon an old Volksbuch in which he “found established, however 


1 In The Minnesingers (1909), pp. 144-7. 
2 In The Legends of the Wagner Drama (1896), pp. 338-42. 
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loosely, the connection between Tannhduser and the Contest of 
Song at the Wartburg”. Thereupon he set himself to study Middle- 
High-German in order to read the massive old poem of the Con- 
test in the original, a copy of which was in the possession of Lehrs. 
No Volksbuch combining the two legends, however, is known to 
German scholars, most of whom doubt whether such a thing ever 
existed. Wagner’s memory seems to have been at fault. The idea 
of fusing the Tannhauser and the Contest legends probably came 
to him from an essay of 1838 by one C. J. L. Lucas, a professor in 
K6énigsberg, who had put forward the suggestion that in the same 
way as the historical Minnesinger Tannhauser and the legendary 
Tannhiuser of the old poem had become one in the popular im- 
agination, so the Folk may have effected a further fusion between 
these two and Heinrich von Ofterdingen. Wagner heard of 
Lucas’s theory through Lehrs, who, as we have seen, had intellec- 
tual contacts with Konigsberg. 

The German scholars in general resented what seemed to them 
Wagner's high-handed way of dealing with the mediaeval rec- 
ords; perhaps they could hardly be expected to see all at once 
that what is dubious history may be excellent opera, and in the 
theatre it is opera, not history, that matters. One learned author- 
ity, J. G. Theodor Grasse, the head of the Dresden Library dur- 
ing Wagner's residence in the town, did indeed, for a while, take 
the side of the composer. In 1846 he published a book in which 
the Tannhauser legend and that of the Wandering Jew were 
“traced and elucidated”, as he put it with Teutonic concision, 
“historically, mythologically and bibliographically”. This book he 
dedicated to “his dear friend the Royal Saxon Chief Kapellmeis- 
ter Richard Wagner, whose admirable tone-creation, by reason 
of its lofty poetic text —his own work — will attract afresh the 
attention of many people to this legend.” But Wagner must have 
done something later to annoy the good gentleman — perhaps by 
taking so active a part in the Dresden rising of 1849, — for in 1848 
another Tannhduser had been produced, with a text by Eduard 
Duller and music by the now forgotten Karl Mangold; and in the 
second edition of his book (1861) Grasse not only cut out the 
earlier dedication to Wagner but said unkindly that “the opera 
composed by Mangold to a libretto by E. Duller is more sensible 
than the sanctimonious emendation of the sublime and highly 
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poetic return of Tannhauser to Frau Venus (as we have it in the 
German folk-ballad) perpetrated by Wagner in the text of his 
well-known opera.” Duller and Mangold had given their opera a 
happy ending, with Tannhiauser being married to his Innigis and 
the naughty Venusberg collapsing in ruins. This charming piece 
of work was actually revived in Darmstadt in 1892. 


6 


Wagner had indeed made liberal use of the poet’s privilege to 
deal with history in his own way for his own purposes. He sub- 
stituted the Tannhauser who was the lover of Venus for Heinrich 
von Ofterdingen as the central figure in the Wartburg Contest of 
Song, though by way of compensation to the latter he gave his 
Tannhauser the Christian name of Heinrich. He flouted history 
by making his Tannhiuser one of the singers at the court of Land- 
grave Hermann in 1207 or thereabouts, when the real Tannhau- 
ser would have been only a tiny boy. According to the poem of 
the Wartburg Contest, Klingsor had announced the birth of the 
saintly Elisabeth (daughter of the Hungarian King Andreas II), 
who would marry the Landgrave’s son, the later Ludwig IV of 
Thuringia. This was the famous St. Elisabeth of history (1207- 
1231), the heroine of Liszt’s oratorio, who went to the Thuringian 
court at the age of four, was married to Ludwig at fourteen, and 
was left a widow at twenty. We have seen that in Hoffmann the 
object of Wolfram von Eschenbach’s adoration was the young 
Matilda, widow of Count Kuno von Falkenstein. We have seen 
also that in the Wartburg poem Tannhauser, when the indignant 
knights are about to wreak vengeance on him, takes sanctuary 
under the mantle of the Landgrave’s wife Sophie. Wagner creates 
an Elisabeth of his own, the niece of Landgrave Hermann, who is 
as saintly as her historical namesake of Hungary. It is she whom, 
in the opera, the pure and ardent Wolfram worships from afar; 
and it is she who saves Tannhiuser from punishment in the sec- 
ond act of the opera by standing between him and the angry 
knights. And in Wagner the old story of the knight and the Venus- 
berg undergoes a drastic change at the finish. In the legend, the 
Pope’s messengers having arrived too late, Tannhauser returns to 
the arms of Venus, where he will remain until the Judgment Day. 
Had the German scholars, after all, some excuse for jibbing at the 
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rejection of this colourful ending of the story? Could it perhaps 
be restored in some future opera on the subject, supposing any- 
one to be bold enough to attempt one after Wagner? He had his 
own good dramatic and ethical reasons for having Tannhauser 
“saved” by the saintliness of Elisabeth, though, as we shall see 
later, he was not always of the same mind with regard to the 
handling of the closing scene of his work. 


7 


Readers of John Livingston Lowes’s masterly book The Road to 
Xanadu, in which the magic of Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner is 
shown, almost verse by verse, to be the result of the subconscious 
coalescence of a host of tag-ends, many of them of the most un- 
likely kind, from the poet’s reading, will not be surprised to find 
that a process of a similar kind contributed to the making of more 
than one of the Wagner texts, particularly those of Tannhduser 
and The Mastersingers. Many a passage he had lighted upon in 
his voracious reading must have sunk deep into his subconscious- 
ness, remained dormant there perhaps for years, and then come to 
the surface in obedience to the urge of a dramatic conception of 
his own. It has already been pointed out that there is a broad re- 
semblance between the scene in the forest in Hoffmann’s story 
and the meeting of Tannhauser, the Landgrave and the knights 
in the first act of the opera. Possibly, too, some fragments had re- 
mained in Wagner's subliminal memory from his reading of 
Tieck’s story, told partly in prose, partly in verse, of The Faithful 
Eckart and the Tannhduser, which had first seen the light in 1799 
and was reprinted in 1828. The story as told by Tieck is typical of 
German romantic fiction at its most absurd. 

A certain Friedrich encounters one day a pilgrim on his way to 
Rome, in whom he recognises his long-lost friend Tannenhauser, 
who had mysteriously disappeared some years before. The pil- 
grim, who is obviously not quite in his right mind, gives Friedrich 
an account of all that has happened to him. From his childhood, it 
appears, he had not been as other children were. As a youth he 
had loved a maiden who preferred another swain. On the eve of 
the wedding he had killed his rival and then fled to the Venus- 
berg, against entering which he was warned in vain by the Faith- 
ful Eckart, who had been posted there centuries earlier in order 
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to save men from giving their souls to the powers of evil. After a 
while the sensuous pleasures of the Venusberg had palled on 
Tannenhauser; he had escaped from the mountain and was now 
on his way to Rome. Friedrich tries to restore him to reason; he is 
the one-time rival, he assures him, and, far from having been 
murdered, he had married his Emma and is now living happily 
with her. But Tannenhauser is not to be convinced that he has not 
been doing the Devil’s work all these years; to Rome he must go 
and seek absolution of the Pope. One night some years later he 
returns to Friedrich, pale, wasted, in rags, and informs him that, 
the Pope having repulsed him, nothing remains now but for him 
to return to the Venusberg. He rushes out into the night, after 
having murdered Emma en route. Nor had Friedrich himself 
escaped: Tannenhiuser had pressed on his lips a kiss the burn of 
which will never leave them until the giver of the kiss has been 
found again. Friedrich runs out wildly in quest of Tannenhauser, 
arrives at the Venusberg, enters it, and is seen no more by mortal 
eyes. 

Even this absurd romantic farrago may possibly have left a 
trace or two in Wagner's imagination. In the scene of the meeting 
of Tannhauser and Wolfram in the third act of the opera there 
may be a faint reminiscence of the corresponding scene between 
Friedrich and Tannenhauser. When Wolfram asks to be told 
about the journey to Rome Tannhauser replies: “Nun denn, hér’ 
an! Du, Wolfram, du sollst es erfahren!” (“Be it so! Listen, Wolf- 
ram, and you shall learn what happened”). In Tieck the corre- 
sponding passage runs thus: “Nun, so mag dein Wille erfiillt wer- 
den, du sollst alles erfahren; mache mir aber nachher keine 
Vorwiirfe, wenn dich die Geschichte mit Bekiimmernis und Grauen 
erfiillt.” (“Your wish shall be fulfilled: you shall learn all that hap- 
pened, but reproach me not afterwards if the story fills you with 
grief and horror”). The words italicised are perhaps a trifle too 
definite for their occurrence in both episodes to be entirely acci- 
dental. 

There may have been a faint hark-back of Wagner’s memory 
to Tieck, again, at the point in the opera where Wolfram tries ta 
restrain Tannhauser from returning to Venus, just as Eckart had 
tried to warn Tannenhiauser against entering the mountain. Fi- 
nally, the scene in Wagner's first act where Tannhiauser escapes 


61 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


from Venus by calling on the Virgin, is suddenly transported back 
to earth, and pours out his gratitude to God when he hears the 
hymn of the pilgrims on their way to Rome, may be unconsciously 
indebted for a word or two to Tieck. “Ich war von dem Glanz 
gesattigt und suchte gern die vorige Heimath wieder. Eine unbe- 
greifliche Gnade des Allmdchtigen verschaffte mir die Riickkehr, 
ich befand mich plétzlich wieder in der Welt”, etc., says Tan- 
nenhiuser to Friedrich. (“I was cloyed with all these splendours 
and fain would see my old home once more. An inconceivable 
grace of the Almighty effected my return; I suddenly found my- 
self in the world again”, etc). It may not be pure coincidence that 
Tannhauser in the opera cries out, on his release from his cap- 
tivity in the Venusberg, 


Allmiacht’ger, dir sei Preis! 
Gross sind die Wunder deiner Gnade! 


(“Praise to thee, Almighty! 
Great are the marvels of Thy grace!”). 


There is no conscious plagiarism in cases of this kind; examples of 
similar tricks of the subconscious memory can be culled by the 
thousand from the poets from Vergil to Shakespeare and from 
Shakespeare to Coleridge. 
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The genuine Tannhiuser legend itself, as we have it now, is a 
pastiche gradually constructed by the imagination of the Middle 
Ages out of a number of pre-existing and non-correlated elements. 
The historical Tannhéuser (Tanhuser, Danhuser, etc.) was a 
knightly minnesinger of the thirteenth century, hailing from Salz- 
burg and born about 1200; we lose authentic sight of him before 
1270. A few of his poems have been preserved: from these we can 
learn something, and conjecture a trifle more, about the man him- 
self and his career. More interested in poetry and song than in the 
ordinary pursuits of the knight and the small landowner, impru- 
dent in the management of his affairs, he lived for a while under 
the patronage of Duke Friedrich of Austria. After the Duke’s 
death he seems to have been at a loose end. In 1228 he went on a 
Crusade to the Holy Land, and then and later saw a good deal of 
Italy and Sicily and had many strange adventures by land and 
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sea. His poems give us the impression of one who lived not wisely 
but too well, squandering his patrimony, as he penitently says, on 
“fair women, good wine, dainty meats, and baths twice a week”, 
with the result that he was reduced in the end to dire poverty, 
having “no roof to his house, no door to his chamber, his cellar 
fallen in, his kitchen burnt out, his barn empty”. He drifted about 
from one court to another in search of shelter and support, but 
found that few of his old friends were as glad to see him now as 
they had been in the days of his prosperity. 

We may conjecture that, his name being dimly remembered as 
that of a poet with a strong bent towards the sensual, he had 
gradually become, during the later Middle Ages, a semi-mythical 
character about whom there crystallised one of those legends- 
with-a-moral of which that epoch was so fond. By the end of the 
thirteenth century the great period of the Minnesong was virtu- 
ally over. It had declined with the worldly fortunes of the aristo- 
cratic class from which it had mostly flowered. The face of Ger- 
man society was changing: many of the nobles were or were 
becoming impoverished, as a consequence partly of wars, partly 
of too lavish expenditure on luxuries, partly of the alienation of 
the estates of many of them to the Church; and among the greater 
lords there were few now able and willing to support the smaller 
ones for their mere songs’ sake. And while the aristocracy was thus 
declining the towns were rising; wealth and power were passing 
into the hands of the merchants, the burghers, the guilds of crafts- 
men. Along with all this went a democratisation of ethical stand- 
ards; the old ideals of the knightly order were not those of the 
townspeople and the peasant. So it may well have come about 
that the Minnesinger Tannhauser began to figure as a symbol of 
a moral licence upon which the new bourgeois society frowned; 
it may even be that the new age was scandalised not merely by 
the references to wine and women in his songs but by his reckless 
unorthodoxy in the matter of baths. Anyhow he was singled out 
as the most appropriate figure from the past on which to pin the 
many old legends then current of a mortal who had forsaken the 
simpler joys of earth for those of an enchantress reigning over an 
earthly paradise of her own in the heart of some mysterious moun- 
tain or other. So there came into being, in time, the fully-formed 
story of Tannhauser and Venus that has been so charmingly told 
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by an unknown fifteenth or sixteenth century poet that Heine, in 
a passage with which Wagner must have been acquainted, could 
hail it as worthy to stand by the side of The Song of Songs. 
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The legend of the Venusberg had originally no connection with 
Tannhiuser. Wagner boldly describes his opening scene as repre- 
senting “the interior of the Venusberg (the Hérselberg, near 
Eisenach)”. The brothers Grimm, in their Deutsche Sagen, tell an 
ancient folk-tale of this Hérselberg, “in which the Devil lives and 
to which the witches make pilgrimages. Sometimes fearful shrieks 
and howls come from it, made by the devils and the poor 
wretched souls. In the year 1398 three great fires broke out in 
broad daylight near Eisenach, burned for a long time, joined 
together, then separated again, till at last all three made for this 
mountain. Country people who were later passing by with a load 
of wine were enticed into the hill by the evil fiend, and there they 
were shown several well-known characters who were already sit- 
ting among the flames of hell.” The place became known as Sa- 
tansstedt, which name was gradually transformed into Sattelstadt. 
So much for the Hérselberg as the Middle Ages saw it. The mod- 
ern identification of this fearsome mountain with the Venusberg, 
however, was a mere flight of fancy on the part of some nineteenth 
century German scholars. There is nothing in the Hoérselberg 
legend connecting it with either Venus or Tannhiuser; and it is 
not an earthly paradise, like the Venusberg, but the haunt of 
devils. 

Classical antiquity had loved to dream of mountains or caves 
inhabited by beings whose life was one long round of delights, 
and of favoured mortals who had been permitted to taste of these. 
Naturally the longer these stories were in circulation the more 
circumstantial the details of them became. One mediaeval Italian 
legend, which was possibly the source of that of the German 
Venusberg, was associated with a Sibyl who reigned over an 
earthly paradise in what is still known as the Monte della Sibilla, 
a peak in the Apennines between the modern Norcia and Ascoli. 
We have a, romantic description of the place by an adventurous 
Frenchman, Antoine de la Sale, who essayed, though he was fi- 
nally beaten in the attempt, to penetrate to the innermost depths 
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of the mysterious cave of the Sibyl. From the people of the neigh- 
bourhood he learned the legends connected with the place, and 
particularly the story of a German who had actually succeeded in 
penetrating to the recesses of the mountain, where he found the 
queen of this paradise seated on a magnificent throne, surrounded 
by nobles and ladies richly dressed; the felicity of these people, 
who never lost their beauty and never grew old, would endure, he 
was told, to the end of the world itself. 

The rule of the place was this: a visitor could stay eight days 
and depart of his own free will on the ninth, but if he did not 
leave then he would have to remain until the thirtieth, and so on 
until the three hundred and thirtieth day; if he did not depart 
then he must stay there for ever. There was only one little blot on 
this captivating picture: from every Friday at midnight until mid- 
night on Saturday the queen and the other charming ladies trans- 
formed themselves into snakes and serpents. Strangely enough, it 
was only on the three hundred and thirtieth day that the German 
gentleman discovered this. It made him suspect that he had been 
guilty of mortal sin in taking up his abode in such a place; so on 
the three hundred and thirtieth day he bade his charming host- 
esses adieu and went off to Rome to confess. The Pope was se- 
cretly willing to absolve him, but thought it necessary, to dis- 
courage others, to pretend to take a very serious view of his case. 
So he spoke to him harshly and drove him from his presence; and 
when he changed his mind and sent for him again he found that 
the poor German, having decided on reflection that if he were go- 
ing to lose the joys of heaven he might as well make sure of those 
of earth, had gone back to the paradise of the Sibyl, where, pre- 
sumably, he still ist This Italian legend was evidently very an- 
cient; and modern French scholars have maintained that it was 
from Italy that it passed into Germany, there to become, in time, 
the story of Venus and her magic mountain, and of a repentant 
Tannhiuser who craved absolution of the Pope and was refused. 
As Gaston Paris has pointed out, the journey to Rome would have 
been a natural and easy matter; the German gentleman could 
have walked there very comfortably from the Monte della Sibilla. 


1 Antoine de la Sale was writing in the early part of the fifteenth century. 


He had had a predecessor, as regards the Sibyl story, in one Andrea da 
Barbarino, in 1391. 
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These then are the heterogeneous elements, deriving from 
many sources, that went to the making of Wagner's Tannhduser. 
He began his composition, as already mentioned, with the music 
for the Venusberg scene; a sketch-book of his that happens to 
have survived contains also jottings made in the summer of 1842 
for the Pilgrims’ hymn, the end of the first act, the prelude to the 
third act, etc. In his autobiography he tells us that during that 
summer holiday in Teplitz he was climbing the Wostrai one day 
when, “turning the corner of a valley, I was surprised to hear a 
merry dance-tune whistled by a shepherd reclining on a hillock. 
I was at once transported to my scene of the chorus of pilgrims 
filing past the shepherd in the valley. Later, however, try as I 
would, I could not recall the melody, so I had to make one for my- 
self in the usual way.” But in the sketch-book just mentioned 
there is noted a melody for the shepherd boy in the first act which, 
we are told, is entirely different from that in the opera. It looks, 
therefore, as if Wagner’s memory was a trifle at fault when he was 
writing My Life: presumably he had jotted the tune down at the 
time, or shortly after, and afterwards decided that it was not suit- 
able for his purpose. 

The original poem and score of Tannhduser underwent many 
changes before they assumed their present form; with some of 
these, however, we shall deal at the end of our analysis of the 
work as we now have it. The final page of the score in its first 
form is dated by Wagner 15th April 1845. 

The first performance took place in Dresden, under Wagner 
himself, on the 19th October 1845, with the following cast for the 
principal réles: 


TANNHAUSER Tichatscheck. 

VENUS Wilhelmine Schréder-Devrient. 

ELISABETH Johanna Wagner (a niece of 
the composer). 

WOLFRAM Mitterwurzer. 

THE LANDGRAVE Dettmer. 

WALTHER Schloss. 

BITEROLF Wachter. 

HEINRICH DER SCHREIBER Curti. 

REINMAR VON ZWETER Risse. 
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In the late summer of 1859, having completed the score of 
Tristan, Wagner decided to try his fortunes in Paris, where he ar- 
rived in September of that year. His plan for a production of 
Tristan came to nothing; but in March 1860 the Emperor Napo- 
léon, for political rather than artistic reasons, gave orders that 
Tannhduser was to be produced at the Opéra. Three perform- 
ances were given, on the 18th, 18th and 24th March 1861; the 
conductor was the incompetent Dietsch, the statutes of the Opéra 
not permitting the composer to conduct his own work. The follow- 
ing were the principal singers: 


TANNHAUSER Albert Niemann 
VENUS Fortunata Tedesco 
ELISABETH Marie Sax 
WoLFRAM Morelli 

THE LANDGRAVE Cazaux 


The present analysis is of the Paris version of the Opera: some 
details of the respects in which the later score differs from the 
earlier one will be given at the end of this chapter. 


11 


The orchestral introduction proceeds for a while on the lines 
of the original overture of 1845, which told, in its own way, the 
story of the opera, by means of a succession of motives drawn 
from the work itself. The term “motives”, however, must not be 
taken to mean what it does in Wagner’s later works. In the Fly- 
ing Dutchman, Tannhduser and Lohengrin the motives are solid 
blocks of masonry, as it were, which, whenever they appear later 
in the score, at once recall the character in his entirety; it is very 
much as if a piece on a chessboard had moved into a new posi- 
tion. Even in Tristan a whole section is now and then transported 
almost en bloc to another part of the work, as when a slice from 
the duet in the second act becomes the material for the Liebestod 
in the third. It was only by degrees that Wagner mastered the 
craft of working with motives of only a few notes that are capable 
of infinite melodic, harmonic and rhythmical mutations, can be 
employed referentially at any moment, and are capable of con- 
trapuntal combination with each other. 

The “solid block” system of motives comes into use at the out- 
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set of the Tannhduser overture, in a full-length statement of the 
song of the Pilgrims: 


No.t 


Andante Lt Ld d =50 7 


runs on without a break for thirty-seven bars. No. 1 is then re- 
peated en bloc in virtually the full orchestra, accompanied by a 
febrile figure of broken triplets in the violins; * after which No. 2 
is similarly treated at corresponding length, but in quieter col- 
ours. (In the opera the Pilgrims sing No. 2 to the words “My 
heart is sad, by sin oppressed”, etc.) This exposition of the re- 
ligious element of the opera extends to eighty bars in all; in its 
totality it presents us with a picture of the Pilgrims coming grad- 
ually into sight, and as gradually disappearing in the distance as 
night falls. 

Next comes a section depicting the seductions of the Venus- 
berg — first of all a feverish phrase in the violas: 


No Allegro d=80 


Violas 


No.4 


ete. 


1 For Wagner this figure symbolised “the Pulse of Life”, 
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Venus: 


which covers virtually the space allotted to it in the opera. 
Then the bacchanal is resumed, in conjunction now with Ve- 
nus’s cajoling invocation to the lover who desires to leave her: 


This is followed by a second stanza of Tannhauser’s song, in a 
higher key than formerly; and after a fortissimo statement of the 
wild No. 5 we part company with the original overture and 
plunge into the Paris version of the Venusberg music. The cur- 
tain rises, showing the interior of the Venusberg — “the Horsel- 
berg, near Eisenach”, as Wagner too confidently assures us. A 
wide grotto curves round towards the right until it is lost in the 
background distance; a dim light filters through an opening in the 
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rocks, from which a foaming greenish waterfall plunges down 
into a basin; it then flows out to the background as a brook, which 
broadens into a lake in which Naiads are bathing, while Sirens 
recline on its banks. The cliff walls of the grotto are covered with 
marvellous coral-like tropical growths. Venus reclines on a couch 
in the foreground, which is bathed in a soft roseate light; round 
her are grouped the three Graces, while numerous sleeping Cu- 
pids are huddled together in a confused tangle, “like tired chil- 
dren”, say the stage directions, “who have fallen asleep after 
play”. Tannhiuser, his harp by his side, is half-reclining before 
Venus, with his head in her lap. The foreground, with its rosy 
light through which break the emerald green of the waterfall and 
the white foam thrown up by its waves, contrasts with a clear 
blue vapour that fills the background. 

Youths with goblets in their hands come down from the heights 
in response to the signs of the Nymphs, who have begun an allur- 
ing dance: there are pursuits, flights and coquetries of all kinds 
while the dance continues. 

To joyous reiterations of No. 4 and No. 5 A, which latter has 
now an exuberant pendant that was not in the score of 1845: 


No.10 
Allegro d= 80 


a swarm of Bacchantes comes from the far background and 
breaks through the ranks of the amorous couples, urging them 
on to further abandonment “with gestures of exalted intoxica- 
tion”, as Wagner puts it. The dance grows ever wilder, till at last 
the revellers embrace each other passionately, to a new strain: 


No.u : 
Molto vivace 


that is evidently an offshoot from Tristan. 
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Fiery developments of No. 11 are followed by a return to No. 
3, with castanets adding a new and exotic touch of colour to it. 
Satyrs and Fauns, emerging from the clefts in the rocks and in- 
truding their own wild dance into that of the Bacchantes and the 
pairs of lovers, increase the confusion by pursuing the Nymphs. 
Wilder and wilder still grows the tumult, until, as it rises to a de- 
lirious climax, the three Graces rise to their feet, horror-stricken, 
and try to restrain the dionysiac rout. Impotent to do so, and fear- 
ing that they themselves will be drawn into the whirl, they turn 
to the sleeping Cupids, awake them, and drive them up the 
heights, where they scatter for a while, then draw themselves 
up, as it were, in battle array, and rain down a shower of arrows 
on the tumult beneath them. A trumpet call rings out; then the 
music slows down in pace and decreases in volume as the Graces 
take possession of the wounded and try, with gentle force, to dis- 
perse the revellers towards the background. The Bacchantes, 
Fauns, Satyrs, Nymphs and Youths withdraw, pursued in part 
by the Cupids from the heights. 

The music softens still further as a rosy mist settles upon the 
scene, growing thicker as it descends. First of all, while No. 5 
comes out softly and graciously in the flutes and clarinets, the 
Cupids disappear; then, as the mist slowly envelops the back- 
ground, the languorous song of the Sirens: 

No.12 Moderato molto 


Ab Bb 


By 
steals in and is developed in a “symphonic” way that would have 
been impossible to the Wagner of 1845. 

Only Tannhauser, Venus and the three Graces remain on the 
stage. The latter, according to Wagner's stage directions, “now 


Gl 


Bass: Eb ____ EJ F 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


return towards the foreground; gracefully interlocked they draw 
near to Venus, and apparently tell her of the victory they have 
won over the mad passions of the subjects of her kingdom. Venus 
gives them a grateful glance. The mist in the background dis- 
solves, revealing a cloud-picture of the Rape of Europa; she is 
being carried across the blue sea on the back of the garlanded 
white bull, escorted by Tritons and Nereids.” And now we hear 
the quiet song of the invisible Sirens — “Come to this strand, 
come to this land, where your yearning shall be satisfied in glow- 
ing love”: 


No.14 Molto moderato 


The orchestra develops the strain in luscious Tristanesque fash- 
ion: 


No.I5_ Dolcissimo 


while “the rosy mist gathers again, obliterating the picture, and 
the Graces interpret in a graceful dance the mystic meaning of 
the picture as a work of love”. 

The Sirens’ voices (No. 14) are heard again as once more the 
mist dissolves, revealing, in the half-light of the moon, Leda re- 
clining on the banks of a woodland lake, with the swan fawningly 
laying its head on her bosom. Slowly the voluptuous melodies 
1 The current translations, of the type of “Come to these bowers, fragrant 


with flowers”, are dictated by the necessity of finding two double-syllabled 
rhyming English words for “Strande” and “Lande”, 
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and harmonies sigh themselves out in the orchestra; the picture 
fades away and the mist entirely disappears, showing the grotto 
lonely and still. The smiling Graces make obeisance to Venus and 
retire to the inner Grotto of Love. Venus and Tannhiuser main- 
tain their attitudes unchanged. 


13 


At last the silence is broken by Tannhiauser, who raises his 
head suddenly as if waking from a dream, which he seems to be 
trying to recapture as he draws his hand across his eyes. Venus 
caressingly asks her beloved to tell her what is troubling him. 
He had thought he heard, he replies, a sound that had long been 
strange to his ears, that of bells pealing joyously. How long he 
has dwelt with her in the Venusberg he cannot say, for days and 
months have become all one to him; sun and stars and grass he 
sees no longer, nor hears the nightingale singing that spring is 
nigh. Will he ever see and hear all this again? 

In quietly seductive tones she asks him why he complains thus. 
Is he weary of the wonders her love has lavished on him? Does 
he long to be a god? Has he forgotten his one-time suffering and 
his present transports? Holding out his harp to him she exhorts 
him to sing of love as he had done in the days when he had won 
her by his singing. His mood changing suddenly, he rises to his 
feet, seizes his harp, and sings the first stanza of his song, to the 
melody of No. 8. He praises her and all the godlike delights she 
has brought him, a mortal. But, he continues, his mood clouding 
over once more, such joys as these are for gods alone: he longs to 
be a man again and know the sufferings of men: and he implores 
her to set him free. 

Venus herself now seems to waken from a dream. What has 
changed him? she asks anxiously: in what has her love been lack- 
ing? how has she deserved this lament? In a second stanza, in a 
key a semitone higher, he sings again in praise of her love and 
grace; enviable the man who has known the enchantments of her 
domain and has tasted joy in her arms! Yet — his mood darkening 
again — he longs to fly from her rosy bowers to the green wood- 
lands, fresh with dew, and see the blue sky above him, and hear 
the song of birds and the chiming of bells; and once more he ends 
with an appeal to her to set him free. 
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Springing from her couch, she reproaches him for his ingrati- 
tude and refuses him his liberty; she turns away from him with 
a cry and buries her face in her hands. Then, after a long pause, 
she points to a magic grotto that has appeared in response to a 
sign from her, and turns to him again with a seductive smile, 
while the orchestra gives out a luscious strain: 


No. 16 
Andante 


that might have stepped straight out of the second act of Tristan. 
It is a far cry from the Wagner of 1845 to the Wagner of 1860; 
and there is no rebutting the charge that here, as in many other 
places in this opening scene, his new style is incompatible with 
the old fabric into which it has been woven. 

Venus cajolingly invites Tannhauser to come with her into the 
grotto, where she will lavish new enchantments of the senses on 
him. Wagner uses the original material of this episode to some 
extent, but presents it in more captivating forms, and inlays it 
with the finer and richer woods of the Paris score. Completely 
carried away, Tannhiuser seizes his harp once more and sings, 
again a semitone higher, the third verse of his song. It would 
have made for greater unity of style, of course, if Wagner had 
rewritten this song along with so much of the music of the scene. 
But that was hardly practicable; for one thing it would have meant 
a total recasting of the overture, while if he had changed the mel- 
ody of the song the only logical course would have been to re- 
write the opening scene from first to last; and if he had done that, 
logic would have further dictated a re-writing of a good deal of 
the remainder of the opera. His admirers in 1861 were even more 
conscious than we of today are that his new style did not cohere 
with his old, for, it has to be remembered, they listened to all this 
Tristanesque music without knowing anything of Tristan beyond 
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the prelude,’ or anything at all of the Ring. Wagner himself must 
have been fully conscious of all this, but his musical daemon 
drove him on inexorably: he had long felt that he could make a 
better thing of the Venusberg scene than he had done in his orig- 
inal score, and his experiences of the Paris Opéra in 1859 and 
1860 had enlarged enormously his conception of the possibilities 
of ballet. So he abandoned himself luxuriously to the joy of writ- 
ing something more correspondent to his heart’s desire than the 
meagre capacities of the Dresden stage and his own relative im- 
maturity as a musician had made possible for him in 1845, and 
cheerfully threw stylistic consistency to the winds. 


14 


Tannhauser’s third stanza ends, as its predecessors had done, 
with an appeal to Venus to set him free. This time she rises in 
anger and bids the “madman and traitor” go. In the original score 
she had done so to rather conventional vocal and orchestral 
phrases; but now, with Tristan and much of the Ring behind him, 
Wagner puts a new fire into it all. A figure symbolical of Venus’s 
wrath: 


No.17 


Molto animato 


dominates her furious harangue, though for a moment she reverts 
to the lyrical Wagner idiom of the Tannhduser-Lohengrin period: 


No. 18 
Molto animato 


Hin zu den Kal-ten Men - schen flieh} vor de -ren 
Hence to the love-less world of men, Srom whose poor 


1 This had been given at one of Wagner’s Paris concerts in February 1860, 
and had provoked Berlioz into a wild denunciation of it in his Débats article 
of the 9th February. 
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blo - dem, tri - bem Wahn 

fee - ble, troub - led dream, 
as she tells him to sate his new desire if he will — to fly from her 
into the cold and loveless world of men and seek there for grace, 
though he will seek it in vain. 

The episode is greatly extended in the Paris version, Venus 
becoming a more definite dramatic personality than she had for- 
merly been. She bids Tannhauser go back to the knightly com- 
pany whom in his pride of old he had derided and antagonised, 
reveal his dishonour to them, and bear their scorn. They will curse 
him and cast him out, and then he will return to her downcast, 
moaning, “Oh, could I once more find her who once smiled on 
me! Would she but open again the door that leads to rapture!” 
For pity, not for love, he will then beg. Let him go from her, then; 
her kingdom is open only to heroes, not to slaves. 

Wagner prolongs the original scene by making Tannhiuser 
show defiance — out of pride, he now says, he will never return 
to her—and Venus then breaks down. Her anger having ex- 
hausted itself, she loads him with tender reproaches: 


No.I9 


Wie hat’?__. sich das er - wor 
How have. —s I brought this on 


ben, wie 
€, wheree 


traf’ mich solch’ Ver - schul- den, 
- in have I of - fend - ed, 


What has she done, she asks, how has she offended, that her be- 
loved will not forgive her? To the Queen of Love alone, then, it 
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is denied to bring solace to her friend? How often, smiling 
through her tears, she had listened to his song! Were she to hear 
his sighs and laments again would she not comfort him as of old? 
But if her pleas are unavailing, she breaks out again despairingly, 
then her curse shall lay the whole world waste; and she be- 
seeches him not to leave her but to trust in her love and grace. 

But he is unyielding: he who is resolved to leave her “flies from 
all grace for aye”. He is weary of soft enchantments; he longs for 
the world, for combat, even for death. “Then return to me”, she 
implores him, “when even death shall fly from thee, and the grave 
be closed to thy bones.” But death, he replies, is already in his 
heart; only in penitence and atonement shall he ever find rest. 
Once more she assures him that rest and peace will for ever es- 
cape him except in her arms: “return to me if thou wouldst be 
saved”. He gives a great cry of “Goddess of all delights, not with 
thee shall my soul find its peace! My salvation lies in Mary!” 
Venus disappears, and the scene changes. 

Tannhauser, who has not changed his position, suddenly finds 
himself in a beautiful sun-bathed valley, with the old castle of 
the Wartburg showing in the background, while the Horselberg 
is visible through an opening in the valley on the left. On the 
right a mountain path runs down from the Wartburg to the fore- 
ground, where it turns aside; and near the bend, on a slight emi- 

' nence, is a shrine to the Virgin. From the heights on the left comes 
the sound of sheep-bells, while on the high cliffs sits a young 
shepherd blowing a pastoral strain on his pipe: 


No. 20 Moderato 
Clar. 


(The melody begins in the clarinet and is continued by a cor 
anglais behind the scenes). Then the shepherd sings a little song 
in praise of Holda, the goddess of spring: 
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No. 21 
Moderato a 


Frau Hol - da kam aus dem Berg her - vor, zu 
Dame Hol - da fair from the hill drew near, New 


ziefn durch Flu = ren und Au - en, 
life to chill earth — bring - ing, 


Between the first two stanzas there comes, in the Paris score, an 
effective little interlude on the pipe that was not in the original 
version: 


No. 22 


The song tells how at Holda’s coming the woods were filled with 
music and the shepherd woke from his dreams to find that May 
had come; and once more he blows lustily on his pipe, the melody 
of which continues through the first part of the song of the elder 
Pilgrims: 

No. 23 


dir wall’ ich mein Je - sus Christ, 


der du des Pil - gers Hoff-nung bist: 
for thou the pil = grims cry dost hear: 
who are making their slow way down the mountain path from the 
Wartburg. Their song takes a graver turn as they sing of their 
sense of sin (No. 2) and their hope of pardon, and hearing this 
the shepherd silences his own joyous melody, waves his cap to 
them, and cries “God speed to Rome! There for my soul to ask a 
blessing!” 
Tannhauser, into whom the song of penitence has struck deep, 
sinks on his knees with a great cry of gratitude to God for mercy. 
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The pilgrims reach the stage and pass across it in slow proces- 
sion, continuing their song until it dies away with them in the 
distance, the shepherd joining in occasionally with his melody 
before leaving the scene. Tannhiuser, as if sunk in fervent prayer, 
takes up the pilgrims’ strain of No. 2; he too will never rest until 
his sin has been forgiven. Tears choke his voice: he bows his head 
and appears to weep bitterly. 


15 


By an admirable piece of transition the music merges almost 
imperceptibly into the horn fanfares of a hunting party in the 
distance: 


etc. 


and soon the Landgrave and the minstrels enter one by one from 
the eminence on the left of the stage. They see what they take at 
first to be a penitent of noble bearing, whom, however, they soon 
recognise and greet with joyous cries of “Heinrich!” Has he come 
back to them in friendliness, they ask, or is he still their foe? The 
gentle Wolfram reproves them for even suspecting him of hostil- 
ity; is Tannhauser’s demeanour, he asks them, that of pride? He 
welcomes his return in phrases wholly characteristic of the mel- 
ody of the early Wagner: 


No. 25 
Allegro d= 72 per te 


Ge = griisst sei uns, du  kih - ner San -ger, 
We wel - come thee, thou val - tant mine strel, 


Walther, Heinrich der Schreiber, Reinmar, and even Biterolf, who 
is from first to last the least friendly towards Tannhauser, echo 
Wolfram’s welcome. The Landgrave joins in, but asks where the 
minstrel has tarried so long. Gravely and wearily Tannhauser 
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turns the question aside; all he will tell them is that he has been 
wandering in a distant land where he could never find rest or 
solace. Let them question him no more: he has not returned to 
contend with them; let them forget his leaving them and permit 
him to go his way. In a broad ensemble the others implore him 
to stay with them, but the gloomy man reiterates that it is im- 
possible: his doom is to wander on for ever, not daring to look 
behind him again. 

The knot is cut by Wolfram standing in front of him and ex- 
horting him loudly to “stay for Elisabeth”. The name awakens 
long-slumbering memories in Tannhiuser’s bosom: deeply but 
joyfully agitated, he stands as if spellbound while Wolfram, at 
the Landgrave’s request, tells him how the magic of his song 
among them in days of old had not only earned the praise of them 
all but won him the prize of Elisabeth’s love: 


War's Zau = ber, war es rei = ne Macht, durch 
Was't ma = gic, or some power di = vine, That 


die solch Wun - der du voll - bracht, 
wrought for thee that won- der fine, 


The song is a moving one, in spite of several little evidences in 
it that as yet Wagner had not shaken himself quite free of the 
conventional melodic lines of his early days. 

Since he had left them in his pride, says Wolfram, Elisabeth 
had closed her heart against their song; her cheek had grown 
paler, and she had come no more to the meetings of the minstrels; 
and he exhorts him to return among them and once more raise his 
song with theirs. The appeal is built up into a fine ensemble, with 
a captivating after-strain that lends itself well to imitative inter- 


locking: 


No. 27 
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Tannhiuser, profoundly affected, throws himself into Wolf- 
ram’s arms, then greets the other minstrels in turn and bows 
in gratitude to the Landgrave. “Lead me to her!” he cries, and his 
voice takes the lead: 


No. 28 
Allegro d =80 


Ha, jetzt er-ken- ne ich sie wie-der die scho - ne 
Once more T see the world be-fore me, the beau-teous 


Welt 
world,__.__ fromwhich I fled! 


der ich ent-rickt! 


in an animated ensemble that brings the first act to a close. Tann- 
hauser sees a new life opening out before him: 


"Tis Spring! ’Tis Spring! a thousand tender voices 
With calls to gladness fill the air. 

My eager heart once more rejoices, 

And cries aloud: “To her! To her!” 


During the ensemble the stage gradually fills with the hunting 
retinue of the Landgrave. The hunters execute an exultant fan- 
tasia on their horns. At the end the valley is thronged with peo- 
ple: the Landgrave sounds his horn, and is answered by sonorous 
horn-blasts (No. 24) and the baying of hounds. The Landgrave 
and the minstrels mount the horses that have been brought to 
them from the Wartburg, and the curtain falls on an animated 
scene, with Tannhiuser’s joyous cry (No. 28) ringing out in al- 
most the full power of the orchestra. 


16 


It is in the orchestral introduction to the second act that we 
get, already in 1845, a foretaste of the later Wagner. The intro- 
duction presents us with a tone-picture of Elisabeth in happy 
mood after the return of Tannhiuser to the Wartburg. A prelimi- 
| nary mounting figure in the strings: 
81 
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sets the general tone of the piece. It is succeeded by an energetic 
reminder of Tannhiuser’s joyous greeting to the new world that 
had opened out before his imagination after Wolfram’s appeal to 
him (No. 28). For a moment — and here we get a touch of the 
real Wagner — the sunny picture is darkened by a harsh reference: 


No. 30 


to a phrase from Venus’s warning to Tannhiuser in the episode 
the beginning of which is shown in our No. 18: after bidding the 
ingrate return to “the loveless world of men” the goddess had 
warned him that there he might seek for grace but would never 
find it. But when this cloud has passed the music regains its first 
sunny aspect, and after another reference to the joyous No. 29 
Elisabeth herself bursts into song. 

The curtain has now risen, showing the hall of song in the 
Wartburg, with an open background giving a view of the court- 
yard and the valley beyond. Elisabeth enters with a glad greet- 
ing to the beloved hall: 


Dich, ten - re Hal - le, griiss’ ich wie - der, froh 
Dear Hall of Song, 1 give thee greet - ing, All 


i.) 


griiss’ ich dich, ge-lieb - ter Raum! 
hail to thee, be- lov - ed placet 


She tells of the dreariness that had descended on it and on her 
when Tannhiauser had forsaken them, and —to the accompani- 
ment of the exuberant No. 29 — of her happiness at his return, 
never, she hopes, to leave them again; and the aria ends with the 
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orchestra repeating the joyous No. 28 as Tannhiuser, accompa- 
nied by Wolfram, enters by way of the staircase in the back- 
ground. The faithful Wolfram remains at the back of the stage 
as Tannhauser advances and throws himself impetuously at Elisa- 
beth’s feet. In modest confusion she is about to leave him, but 
turns graciously to him at his appeal to her to stay, and, to the 
accompaniment of a typical early-Wagner melody in the clarinet: 


urges him to rise and take her thanks for returning to the scene 
of his many triumphs. But where has he been so long? she asks. 
The music becomes clouded over once more as he replies, in 
sombre tones, “Far from here, in distant, distant lands, and dark 
oblivion’s cloud between today and yesterday has rolled”. His 
memory of it all is dimmed; he remembers one thing only — that 
he had lost all hope of ever raising his eyes to her again. A 
“mighty and mysterious wonder” has brought him back to her: 


Ein Wun - derwar’s, ein un- begreiflich ho-hes Wun - der! 
A won = der'’twas, a mighty and mys-te-rious won der! 


She praises this wonder for the happiness it has brought her; and 
Wagner proceeds to paint, as well as it was possible for him to do 
at that time, the musical portrait of the imaginative but as yet 
unawakened girl as he saw her.* Quietly and modestly she tells 
him of the joy the minstrels’ songs, and his more than any, had 
given her in bygone days: his singing had brought her a rapture 
that was half a mystic pain, stirring in her longings which her 
childish heart could not comprehend. Then he had left them, 
and her heart had gone silent, cold and dead; and she ends with 


1 The spectator must bear in mind that the matronly Elisabeth one generally 
sees on the stage is at the furthest remove imaginable from the Elisabeth 
of Wagner. He visualised her as the St. Elisabeth of history and legend, 
still in her girlhood, ignorant of the world, with a soul divided betweer. 
vague promptings of human affection and the call of a latent mysticism. 
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a poignant cry of “Heinrich! Heinrich! what hast thou done to 
me?” Tannhauser answers her with a rapturous assurance: 


No.34 


Den Gott der Lie - be sollst du  prei - _ sen! 
The God of Love be praised for ev - er 


that it was the god of Love who had then inspired him and who 
has now brought him back to her; and their voices blend in a 
glad duet: “Oh blessed hour of meeting, oh blessed power of 


love”: 


No. 35 


Allegro d=100 sais 


Ge- prie - sen CT) ae eS die Stun - de, 

Oh bless ed A027 of meet = ing, 
the technical handling of which seems to have appealed more to 
Mendelssohn than anything else in the opera. In its latter half it 
opens out into a new strain: 


No.36 


Von Won -_ ne-glanz um-ge - ben lacht mir der Son- ne Schein, 
Dee-light— supreme be- stow-ing,Once more the sun doth shine, 
as the pair sing of the power of love to recreate the world for 
lovers. At the climax Tannhiauser leaves Elisabeth and embraces 
Wolfram passionately: the pair disappear, and Elisabeth, from 
the balcony, looks fondly after Tannhauser as the orchestra re- 
peats No. 82 in soft tones. 


ie 


The Landgrave now enters through a side door; Elisabeth runs 
to him and hides her face on his breast. The dialogue that follows 
shows Wagner still unable, as he had been in the Daland scenes in 
the Flying Dutchman, to give musical life and blood to an epi- 
sode or a minor character that had to be there for constructional 
purposes but did not lend itself easily to musical delineation. The 
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kindly Landgrave reads his niece’s secret in her eyes and spares 
her the telling of it: as for the marvels that the minstrels’ songs 
had once awakened in her, these shall be renewed today. The 
brief dialogue is obviously there only as a device for introducing 
the scene that is to follow; and Wagner is very far as yet from 
full mastery of that art of imperceptible logical transition on 
which he rightly prided himself in his later works. 

“Even now’, the Landgrave concludes, “arrive the nobles of 
my land, whom I have bidden here to solemn festival; larger the 
concourse will be than of old, for they have heard that thou 
the victor’s brow wilt crown.” A trumpet fanfare peals out from 
the courtyard: 


as the Landgrave and Elisabeth ascend the balcony to watch the 
arrival of the guests. Knights and Counts, with their ladies and 
retinues, gradually fill the hall, being received and formally an- 
nounced in turn by four noble pages; the ladies and attendants, 
after doing honour to the Landgrave, remain in the background, 
while the nobles take the places allotted to them. The ceremo- 
nious processional music begins quietly: 


No. 39 


Sostenuto 


hs SSS a 
el ‘ a 
EBSA, | EBL A EES) ED 
yo 
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which, however, soon rises to a climax with: 


and a repetition of No. 38. 

At last brilliant trumpet fanfares introduce the big chorus in 
praise of the hall of song, “where art and peace alone prevail un- 
der the wise rule of Landgrave Hermann, Prince of Thuringia”: 
the chorus is built up out of the material shown in No. 39 (all the 
voices) *, No. 40 (the women’s voices), No. 41 (the men), and 
finally the whole company as more and more nobles arrive with 
their retinues. One needs to have seen the Bayreuth setting and 
management of this scene to realise the full splendour of it. 


18 


Some final fanfares ring out at the conclusion of the chorus, 
by which time the guests have seated themselves in a large semi- 
circle, with the Landgrave and Elisabeth occupying seats of hon- 
our under a canopy in the foreground. To the accompaniment of 
a new and quieter strain: 


No. 42 
Moderato d- 60 


the minstrels now come forward, greet the assembly with digni- 
fied bows, and take their seats in a narrower semicircle in the 
centre of the hall, with Tannhiuser in the middle to the right and 
Wolfram at the end (left) opposite the guests. The Landgrave 
rises and addresses the assembly. He reminds them how, after 
the land had been saved by their swords from the savage hordes 
that threatened it, they had tumed to the cultivation of the arts 
of peace, the singing of the praises of grace and beauty, faith 


1 Wagner had anticipated this melody in a choral “Greeting of his Faithful 
Subjects to the Beloved Friedrich August” (King of Saxony) in August 1844. 
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and virtue. Today they celebrate their divine art once more, in 
a contest of song that will include the minstrel from whom they 
had been too long parted. Where he has been, how and why he 
has returned, has not been told them; perhaps the secret may be 
revealed to them in song. He gives them their theme — the true 
nature of love: and the singer of the best lay on that theme will 
be awarded the prize by Elisabeth; whatever his demand may 
be the Landgrave pledges his word that she will grant it. The 
fanfares ring out once more, the assembly hails the Landgrave as 
the protector of the arts, and the contest of song begins. 

The choosing of the order of the singers is carried out to the 
accompaniment of the minstrels’ motive (No. 42). Each contest- 
ant places a small roll of paper bearing his name in a golden 
bowl borne by the four noble pages: they present the bowl to 
Elisabeth, who takes out one of the papers and hands it back to 
them: they read the name, advance ceremoniously into the centre 
of the stage, and call out “Wolfram von Eschenbach, begin thoul”. 
Then they seat themselves at the feet of the Landgrave and 
Elisabeth. 

Tannhiuser, leaning upon his harp, seems to be lost in dreams 
as Wolfram rises to the accompaniment of some solemn chords 
in the lower strings. He begins quietly with a courtly address to 
the knights and ladies, whose nobility and virtue, he humbly 
feels, will dazzle his eyes and make him dumb: 


No.43 
Moderato d=60 


Blick’ ich um = her in die-sem ed = len Krei-se, 
Ga-zing a- round on this au- gust as- sem-bly, 


welch ho-her An-blickmachtmein Herz er - glihn! 
How growsmy heart to see so (fair a scene! 


But above them all sits throned one pure spirit like a star, before 
which his soul abases itself in prayer. His vision is of a fountain of 
stainless joy, from which flows a flood that allays the fever of his 
spirit: may he never dim that fountain’s pure waters with the taint 
of thought impure: 
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Und nim - mer micht? ich die - sen Bron = nen trii- ben, 
Oh nev = er may I dim that foun = tains wa-ters, 


In humble devotion he kneels before it, glad to give for it his 
heart’s last blood. That, he concludes quietly, is his song, into 
which he has put all he knows of the purest essence of love. 

Acclamations break from them all as he resumes his seat — 
from all but Tannhiuser, who now seems to waken from his 
dream. What that dream has been is told us by the orchestra, 
with its reminiscences of the wild Venusberg music (No. 10, No. 
3, etc. ). (For the Paris version the scene that immediately follows 
was changed considerably by Wagner). Gradually his demean- 
our had assumed the haughty tone that had led to his first separa- 
tion from the court; now his expression changes to one of ecstasy 
as visions of the Venusberg rise before him. Unconsciously his 
fingers seek the strings of his harp. An uneasy smile plays for a 
while over his features; then, as if possessed by a demon, hardly 
knowing where he is, he bursts out into a scornful denunciation 
of Wolfram, whose tepid song, he says, shows that he has never 
known what love is: “were all men’s hearts as chill as thine is, 
the world were lifeless as a stone!” Let him praise God and the 
stars of heaven if he will; but of life and love as Tannhauser has 
experienced them he knows nothing. He himself will go to the 
fountain that alone can rekindle desire as fast as it quenches it; 
for of eternal desire he would drink eternally. This, and this 
alone, is love as he conceives it. 


19 


There is general consternation. Elisabeth “is a prey”, say the 
stage directions, “to conflicting emotions of rapture and anxious 
astonishment”. Biterolf, in a song that is still early Wagner, rises 
angrily, denounces the blasphemous pride of Tannhauser and de- 
fies him to mortal combat. His outburst meets with the approval 
of the knights and ladies; and when Tannhiuser, in a gust of an- 
ger, calls his critic a poor starveling who, for all his virtuous senti- 
ments, has never known what real love is, the knights rise in 
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wrath and refuse to hear any more. The tumult is quelled by the 
Landgrave, who bids Biterolf put back the sword he has drawn, 
and still more effectively by Wolfram, who rises to implore 
heaven to send them peace of soul and banish all sinful thoughts 
from them. His song in praise of the higher love has the regu- 
larity of metrical accent which Wagner himself was to note with 
amusement, in later years, as a characteristic of his early vocal 


style: 


Dir, ho = he Lie ~- be, to - ne be = 
Oh Sa - cred love, my Prats - es Flaw 


- gei - stert mein __ Ge - sang! 


forth to none — but thee! 


By now Tannhiuser has lost control of himself. Madly he sings 
his song from the first act in praise of the goddess of earthly love, 
the fountain of all grace and beauty and joy (No. 8); he ends 
with a cry to all poor mortals who have never known her love to 
fly with him to the hill of Venus. At this unblushing revelation 
of where he had spent the time of his absence from them the as- 
sembly breaks up in horror. The ladies leave the hall with gestures 
of dismay. The Landgrave, knights and minstrels have left their 
seats and formed into a hostile group. Elisabeth, pale and anxious, 
trying desperately to preserve her self-control, supports herself 
against one of the wooden pillars of the canopy. Tannhauser, 
throughout the first part of the chorus of denunciation of him 
that follows, remains isolated at the extreme left of the stage, still 
intoxicated with the vision he has conjured up in his memory. As 
the men advance on him with drawn swords he places himself 
in an attitude of defiance. 

The crisis is averted by Elisabeth, who steps forward and 
shields Tannhiuser with her own body. If he is to die, she says, 
let her die with him, for no wounds that their swords could give 
her could match the one that has been dealt her by him. Grad- 
ually all the leading threads of the action pass into her hands, 
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and not only psychologically but musically she raises it all to a 
higher plane. In a long passage commencing thus: 


No. 46 
Andante d =56 


a ee 
FSS 8 


Der un-~ gliick-sel’- ge, den ge - fan- gen ein fiireht-bar 
This er - ring soul that now is cap-tive To some mys - 


micht’-ger Zau - ber halt, 
- ter = ious power of Sin, 


and culminating in an impassioned plea to them for mercy on the 
sinner: 


No.47 


Adagio d = 58 
———— —————_ 


Ich fleh’ fiir ihn, ch fle- he fiir sein Le - ben, 
I plead for him, oh sparehim I tmeplore yox: 


she tells them that it is she, not they, who has been most griev- 
ously hurt by Tannhiauser’s impious song, for she had loved him. 
Now she pleads that he shall be allowed to live and repent, for 
it was for such as he that the Redeemer died. 

Tannhiuser, who has gradually lost his truculence of demean- 
our as Elisabeth’s plea proceeded, at last sinks down, over- 
whelmed with contrition, as the minstrels, led by Walther, launch 
a massive choral ensemble in praise of Elisabeth: 


in En - gel stieg aus lich - tem A - ther, zu 
An an =- gel _ hath romheavn de -scen « ded,and 


kiin - den Got - tes heil’ - gen— Rath. 
God’s most ho - ly mes - sage, brought. 
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Tannhiauser breaks in with an appeal to heaven to grant him 
grace for the sake of the angel who has interceded for him, an 


appeal that reaches its culminating point in a poignant cry for 
mercy: 


Er-barm’dich mein, der, ach! so tief in Siin = den, 
Have mercy, Lord, have mer-cy I imeplore thee, 


Finally Elisabeth takes hold of a phrase that had been begun by 
the knights, and between them they build up with it the climax 
of a long and impressive ensemble: 


No.50 


fick’ fir thn,.. foha. fle - he fdr eein 
J oht—. spare him I time 


=O 
3 
> 
S 
Q 

> 
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Le = ben, ich fle-he fiir sein Lene ben, 
plore you, ok sparehim, I im = plore you, 


We sink to a lower musical plane again when the Landgrave 
steps forward, reproves Tannhiauser sternly, and pronounces sen- 
tence on him of banishment from their midst. One course alone 
remains open to him to avert God’s anger. Some pious pilgrims 
(here No. 23 is given out in the wood wind) are now making 
their way to Rome, to lay the burden of their sins, light as it is in 
comparison with his, at God’s feet. The knights and minstrels, to 
the strain of the motive of Atonement: 


Mit ih - nensollst du wal - len zur Stadt der Gna-den - huld; 
With them to beg for mer - cy To Rome thou must re = pair; 


bid Tannhauser repair to Rome with them and never return till 
his sin has been forgiven. For Elisabeth’s sake they will restrain 
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their wrath now, but their swords will take vengeance on him if 
he refuses to follow the path of salvation opened out to him. Elisa- 
beth raises her voice above them all in a last plea to him and to 
them, Tannhauser stammers his contrition: 


Wie soll ich Gna - de, wie Gna-de fin = den? 
How win my par - don, how win my par = don? 


Wie soll ich bi - ssen die gros- se Schuld? 
How can [ ev - er my sin ef -face? 


and at the height of the turmoil the song of the younger pilgrims 
strikes in from the depths of the valley — “To God’s high feast of 
grace I go, My burden at his feet to throw”. All involuntarily 
moderate their gestures; Elisabeth, who has made a movement as 
if to protect Tannhiauser from the knights, calls his attention to the 
promise of comfort held out by the song; Tannhauser, suddenly 
calmed, listens intently to the song as it soars to its climax and 
then dies away. A ray of hope lights up his face: he throws him- 
self convulsively at Elisabeth’s feet, kisses the hem of her garment, 
and rushes out with a cry of “To Rome! To Rome!” The others 
echo the cry, and the curtain falls to the strain of No. 51 in the 
orchestra. 


20 


The orchestral introduction to the third act is an expressive 
tone-painting of Tannhiuser’s pilgrimage. First we hear (now in 
the key of E flat) the pilgrims’ solemn song (No. 23), upon which 
breaks, in the soft tones of oboe and clarinet, the melody of Elisa- 
beth’s pleading for Tannhiuser (No. 47), as it were a thought, at 
once sad and consoling, passing through the penitent’s mind as he 
trudges along with the others. Then a second phrase of the pil- 
grims’ song is followed by a motive of Tannhauser’s wretchedness 
that will play a considerable part in his own later story of his pil- 
grimage: 
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7) Ui a 
CS pea Le 


Further elaborations of these contrasting motives lead into a re- 
turn of the motive of the Pulse of Life from the overture: this is 
twice broken in upon by the motive of the Feast of Grace in 
Rome of which Tannhauser will tell Wolfram later; it takes first 
of all this form: 


No.54 
Andante 


No.55 


Bb 


G Fi. ibe | ‘DL-F 


Then, after another brief reference to Tannhiauser’s despair, the 
music slowly settles down into another statement of No. 47 and 
dies away in a soft E flat chord in the high wood wind. 

At this point the curtain rises, showing the valley in front of 
the Wartburg, as at the end of the first act, but now in sad autum- 
nal colours. Evening is falling. On the slight eminence to the right 
we see Elisabeth prostrate before the shrine of the Virgin, deep 
in prayer. Wolfram comes down slowly from the wooded heights 
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on the left, catches sight of her, and pauses. Gravely he sings to 
himself of her constant praying day and night for Tannhauser: 
now she is awaiting the home-coming of the pilgrims, whose re- 
turn surely cannot long be delayed now that the sere leaves are 
falling. Will he be among them, pardoned and redeemed? For 
that mercy he prays for Elisabeth’s sake, or for some solace for 
her if her heart’s desire should not be granted. 

As he is about to descend further into the valley he is arrested 
by the song of the returned pilgrims (No. 1) welling up from the 
valley, greeting gladly the home they are soon to see again. Elisa- 
beth too has heard the song, and a tremor passes through her as 
she murmurs “’Tis they! They have returned! Show me, ye saints, 
my task, that I may worthily fulfil it!”. Gradually the chanting 
pilgrims reach the stage and go slowly past the rocky eminence 
down the valley to the background, their song festooned with the 
broken triplet figure of the Pulse of Life. The song rises to a great 
“Hallelujah!”; then, to the strain of No. 1 again, the procession 
passes out of sight in the now setting sun. Tannhauser is not 
among them. 

As her last hope has died within her Elisabeth has poured out 
her grief in one of the great phrases of the opera, in which the 
throbbing strings add an extra poignancy to the simple words and 
as simple melodic line: 


No. 56 
Lento 
Er keh «_ ret nicht zu-ruck! 
He will re - turn no more! 


col 8° throughout 


When she is left alone she falls on her knees in an ecstasy of grief 
and resignation: for the first time the mysticism of her young be- 
ing finds full expression in a prayer to the Virgin to take her from 
this world of care: 
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All-macht - ge Jung-frau, hor’ mein Fle-hen! Zu 
Oh bless = ed Vir- gin, hear my plead-ing! Thou 


dir, Ge-pries - ne, ru - fe ich! 
queen of glo ry, grant my prayer! 


Through the quiet plaint a figure in the bass clarinet — a typically 
later Wagner touch, this — keeps winding its melancholy way: 


No. 58 


She ends with a quiet prayer to the Virgin to give ear to her plead- 
ing and pardon the sinner his great sin: 


No. 59 


Mach, dass ich rein und en - gel-gleich 
Oh let my spt erit, pure and white, 


ein - ge-he in dein se - lig Reich, 
En - ter im - to thy king - dom bright, 


after which an orchestral postlude in the pure tones of the higher 
wood wind seems to carry her supplication aloft. 

As she rises slowly to her feet she perceives Wolfram approach- 
ing her. May he not lead her homeward? he asks. With a silent 
gesture of refusal she conveys to him an expression of her grati- 
tude and affection and a request that he will leave her to traverse 
alone the path she has marked out for herself for the short re- 
mainder of her days. She ascends the height and gradually disap- 
pears in the direction of the Wartburg, the faithful Wolfram fol- 
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lowing her with his eyes, and the orchestra dwelling sweetly and 
sadly on phrases from his song in the second act in praise of spirit- 
ual love (No. 45) and 


No.60 
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The stage has by now grown darker, and with the disappear- 
ance of Elisabeth the orchestra, with a chord or two in the quiet 
tones of trombone and tuba, tunes us in, as it were, to the gloom 
that will envelop the remainder of the dramatic action. Wolfram 
seats himself at the foot of the rising ground to the left and begins 
to improvise on his harp. Evening, he muses, is falling on the val- 
ley like a foreshadowing of death, terrifying and beating back the 
soul that would fain ascend to the heights: 


No. 61 
Moderato @ =46 


Wie To = des - ah-nung, Damm/’rungdeckt die Lan~-de, 
Like death's dark shad- ow evn-ing is  de-scend-ing, 


But one fair star there is whose friendly beams beckon a way 
through the vale; and he begins that song to the evening star that 
may seem old-fashioned to us now, but in its own day was rich in 
new harmonic suggestions: 


No. 62 


O du, mein hol - der A -  bend-stern, 
Oh star of eve, 0 pure, — so. fair, 


His song ended, the orchestra continues to muse upon the theme 
of it while Wolfram raises his rapt eyes to heaven. 

The stage is now quite dark. Suddenly a troubled figure in 
horns and bassoons: 
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No.63 
Lento d= 50 


cuts harshly into the serene atmosphere as Tannhauser appears in 
the tattered garb of a pilgrim: his face is pale and tortured: he 
walks falteringly, leaning heavily on his staff. He is at first not rec- 
ognised by Wolfram, but Tannhauser knows the latter at once and 
describes him scornfully as “the practised minstrel”. The gentle 
Wolfram runs to him eagerly, but cannot refrain from wondering 
that he should venture again, unabsolved, into the domain of the 
Landgrave. Tannhiuser acidly bids him calm his fears: he seeks 
the company of none of them — his one consuming desire, he adds 
feverishly, is to find again the path that leads to the Hill of Venus; 
and the orchestra entwines the dialogue with the wild strains of 
No. 3 and No. 10. The trembling Wolfram tries to hold the mad- 
man back. Has he not been, then, to Rome? he asks; did he not 
sue for pardon? Yes, replies Tannhiuser bitterly; he has been to 
Rome. Wolfram pours out his heart’s compassion for him, while 
the wood wind breathe softly the phrase (No. 47) of Elisabeth’s 
intercession. Wolfram’s sympathy surprises and touches Tann- 
hauser; he had thought the minstrel his foe like the others. Ex- 
hausted, he seats himself at the foot of the rock: Wolfram is about 
to join him there, but Tannhiuser motions him back; “Away from 
me! Wherever I rest me is accursed!”, and the grievous No. 63 
wells up in the orchestra once more. 

Wolfram shall hear his story, he says; and he breaks into that 
long recital of his pilgrimage that placed Wagner, in 1845, on a 
musical height to which none of the Marschners of the epoch could 
ever hope to rise. To the accompaniment of the tortured No. 53 
Tannhiuser tells how he had gone to Rome with an ardour in 
his soul such as no pilgrim had ever known, his old arrogant pride 
chastened, his heart set on justifying Elisabeth’s appeal for grace 
for him. To that end he had pitilessly multiplied the mortifica- 
tions of his flesh, always taking the rough road rather than the 
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smooth, refusing to quench his thirst in the burning heat, shun- 
ning the friendly hospice and sleeping in ice and snow, his eyes 
blind to the beauty of everything around him, —all that Elisa- 
beth’s grief might find an end. At last he had reached the holy 
city, where the bells were pealing from every steeple and every 
soul was filled with joy (No. 54). With the others he had knelt 
before him who holds the keys of heaven, and thousands were 
shriven, thousands went on their homeward way rejoicing. No. 53 
reappears as Tannhauser goes on to tell how he in his turn ap- 
proached with head bent to earth, confessed his sin, and begged 
for deliverance from the fetters of earthly longings. The Pope’s 
harsh reply — that if he has felt these vile desires, warmed himself 
at the fires of hell, dwelt in the Venusberg, he is eternally 
accursed: 

As on this dead staff in my hand 

never a leaf again shall grow, 

so from hell's all-consuming brand 

salvation canst thou never know! 


— is punctuated by orchestral ejaculations of the tortured No. 63. 
Tannhiauser had fallen to the ground, crushed and confounded. 
When he awoke night had fallen and he was alone, but from afar 
he could still hear the happy song of the other pilgrims (No. 54). 
With horror in his heart he had fled, possessed now by only one 
desire, to feel again the transports he had known in the Venus- 
berg, the themes of which now leap into flame in the orchestra as 
he sings, to the melody of No. 9, a frenzied appeal to Venus to take 
him to her bosom once more. The Venusberg music takes full pos- 
session of the orchestra as the frenzy of Tannhiauser and the horror 
of Wolfram increase. 


22 


A thin vapour spreads over the stage and soon begins to glow 
with a rosy light, and as the infernal rout grows madder in the or- 
chestra first a confused whirl of dancing figures becomes visible, 
then Venus herself is seen reclining on her couch. To the melody 
of No. 14 she welcomes Tannhauser again, reminding him of her 
warning that the cruel world of men would reject him and he 
would be glad to take refuge in her arms once more. The three 
voices unite for a while, Venus renewing her seductions. Tann- 
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hauser straining towards her for a sign of pity, Wolfram vainly en- 
deavouring to hold him back. He reminds the madman of one 
who is now an angel pleading for him in heaven and giving him 
her blessing; and the knot is cut, as it had been in the first act, by 
Wolfram crying “Elisabeth!”. At the sound of that name Tann- 
hauser, who had struggled free of Wolfram, stands as if rooted to 
the spot; and at the same time there comes from behind the 
scenes a choral song of the minstrels and other mourners com- 
mending to God the soul of the pure Elisabeth. “Her prayer is 
heard! Heinrich, thou art redeemed!” cries Wolfram. Venus dis- 
appears with a cry of “Woe! he is lost to me!” The vapours dis- 
solve, morning dawns, and from the Wartburg a funeral proces- 
sion, with torches, comes down into the valley, singing a hymn of 
the blessing of Elisabeth: 


No. 64 


Hei__._ lig die Rei - ne, die nun ver - eint 


Blessed be the pure one, who now ape pears, 


gett. li-cher Schar vor dem E wi - gen steht! 


One with the saints round the throne. Of the Lord! 


Tannhauser has been led by Wolfram to Elisabeth’s bier; he 
bends over it in a quiet prayer, “Sainted Elisabeth, pray for mel”, 
and falls dead to the ground. All invert their torches and so ex- 
tinguish them, the only light now coming from the red glow of 
the dawn. A band of younger pilgrims enters from the rocky 
eminence in the foreground, bearing in their midst a staff covered 
with fresh green leaves, and singing a chorus of praise for the 
miracle: 


The barren staff the priest did bear 
with tender green is clothed again: 
the sinner need no more despair, 

for God shall cleanse him of his stain. 
High over all the Lord doth reign, 

no man doth call on Him in vain. 


99 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


The whole assembly unites with the orchestra in a sonorous state- 
ment of the pilgrims’ song (No. 1), which is once more accom- 
panied by the triplet figure we had heard festooning it in the 
overture. 


23 


A good deal of confusion seems to exist as to the date of origin 
of what is known in the concert room as “the Tannhduser Over- 
ture and the New Venusberg Music”. We read, for example, that 
“in the original form of the overture, which is the one usually 
played at concerts, the Salvation motive re-enters and gradually 
overcomes the [old] Venusberg music, coming to a triumphant 
full close in the usual manner. When, however, Wagner made his 
preparations for the ill-starred production at Paris in March 1861 
he omitted the last part of the overture and made the Venusberg 
music run straight on, without a break, into the first scene.” This 
is quite wrong. It was not the present coalesced form of the old 
matter and the new that was given in Paris: the original overture 
was played intact, and followed, after the usual brief interval, by 
the new Venusberg scene in place of the old one. Both Wagner 
and Malwida von Meysenbug say definitely that the house broke 
into applause “after the overture”. There is other contemporary 
evidence to the same effect — that of Marschner, for instance, who 
was present on that occasion. It is clear, again, from passages in 
Biilow’s contemporary letters from Paris, in which he sets forth 
the alterations Wagner was making in the opera, that no change 
was contemplated as regards the overture. 

For brevity’s sake let us refer to the original overture of 1845 as 
A, the Venusberg ballet scene that followed it as B, and the re- 
cast Paris version of this last as C. In the 1845 version of the 
opera, after the usual interval for applause after A, act one began 
with a scene described in the score as “the Venusberg”. The stage 
showed the interior of the hill of Venus: the enchantress reclined 
on a couch, with Tannhiauser half-kneeling by her side; nymphs 
and bacchantes indulged in a bacchanal during the course of 
which a chorus of sirens was heard in the background. When the 
music finally died away the vocal portion of the opera began with 
Tannhauser’s words “Beloved, say, where stray thy thoughts?” 

Both Wagner’s musical and his dramatic sense told him later 
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that this procedure was faulty, for two reasons — it involved a 
certain amount of repetition of the same musical matter in A and 
B, and B was insufficiently orgiastic. As early as March 1852 he 
told Uhlig that he now saw that the “proper place” for the 1845 
overture was “in the concert room, not the theatre”. If the deci- 
sion rested with him he would now play, in the theatre, only “the 
first tempo of the overture” — i. e., as far as the end of the pilgrims’ 
chorus; the remainder is “too much to be given in front of the 
drama”. 

Later he became dissatisfied with B. It was plainly the weak 
spot in the opera, he wrote to Frau Wesendonk from Paris in April 
1860. What was needed was something much wilder, more volup- 
tuous, to serve as background to the spiritual tragedy of Tann- 
hauser. He had long been aware of this, he said, but only after he 
had completed Tristan did he feel that he was musically equal to 
such a task. He accordingly intended to write a new B in a style 
that would “astonish” the Parisians. He gives no hint, however, 
of any intention to modify the overture. That, in a sense, had by 
now passed out of the hands of its creator; it had become im- 
mensely popular both in the theatre and in the concert room, and 
opera directors, conductors and audiences alike would have been 
horrified at the suggestion that it should be curtailed. All that 
Wagner had in his mind now, in Paris, was a new and better ver- 
sion of B, the expanded scenario for which he sketched for Frau 
Wesendonk. 

The further question now arises, when was the dovetailing of 
A and C effected? 

In the summer of 1867 the opera was given in Munich, under 
Biilow, for the gratification of King Ludwig. This was simply the 
Paris version of 1861 again, with C following A, and, of course, 
with all the changes in, and additions to, the vocal parts made in 
1861. The coalescence of C with a curtailed A was probably 
effected about 1871/2, for on the 12th May 1872, at a concert 
given by Wagner in Vienna in aid of his Bayreuth plan, he con- 
ducted the first performance of what we know now as “the Tann- 
héuser overture and the New Venusberg Music”. The new ar- 
rangement was first heard under operatic conditions in Vienna on 
the 22nd November 1875, at a performance of the work under 
Wagner. But after he had left the town the Vienna Opera re- 
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verted to the original version — A followed by B: the overture — 
the most popular work of the period — was a bonne bouche of 
which the public objected to being deprived, while the new bac- 
chanal (C) was frowned upon by many pundits, among them 
Hansilick, as a glorification of sensuality in music. Another Vienna 
critic, Ludwig Speidel, informed his readers that the New Ve- 
nusberg Music was made up of “howls and shrieks, an endless 
succession of piercing dissonances. We hear the Spanish flies 
[cantharides] buzzing, and the draught served up by the satyrs is 
simply gin laced with cayenne pepper. Even in Wagner it would 
be difficult to find so horrible, so foul a musical daub.” 


24 


Apart from the re-modelling of the overture and the bacchanal 
scene Wagner made several changes in Tannhduser in the course 
of the years. The work had become so popular in Germany, and 
was always so badly performed — as, indeed, it still is— that in 
the summer of 1852 he was driven to write a brochure On the Per- 
forming of Tannhéuser, in which he tried to set the theatre direc- 
tors and producers and singers on the right path with regard to 
it. Owing to the imperfections of some of the singers and of the 
stage management in Dresden in 1845 he had been compelled to 
make various cuts for the first few performances; the other the- 
atres, to suit their own convenience, chose to regard these cuts as 
“authorised by the composer”, and they faithfully reproduced 
them, to his great annoyance, in their own productions; and Wag- 
ners brochure was partly intended to correct misconceptions of 
this kind. But in addition there were several variants between the 
earliest published scores in use in the theatres and the later ones, 
the result of second thoughts on his part; and he wanted to im- 
press it on the German theatres in general that it was the second 
version which they were to follow. 

This was particularly the case in connection with the long or- 
chestral introduction to the third act. A comparison of this as it 
stands in the earliest and in the present scores reveals several 
changes and curtailments. The final version runs only to 92 bars; 
the original ran to 155, and told the story of Tannhauser’s pilgrim- 
age at rather greater length than was necessary, as Wagner him- 
self recognised later. “The long instrumental introduction to the 
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third act”, he says in the brochure, “I wish to be performed in the 
re-modelled and abridged form in which it appears in the scores 
now supplied to the theatres. When first writing this piece I al- 
lowed the subject matter which I was describing to betray me 
into recitative-like phrases for the orchestra; but when we came 
to perform it I felt that while it made its meaning clear enough to 
me, because I could follow in my imagination the episodes with 
which it dealt, it could not be equally intelligible to others” — a 
point to which the composers of symphonic poems who are coy 
of revealing their “programme” to us might take note. “Neverthe- 
less”, continues Wagner, “I must insist on the complete perform- 
ance of this introduction in its new form, as I deem it indispensable 
for establishing the mood necessary for the reception of what 
follows.” 

The most drastic change of all was made in the ending of the 
opera, which seems to have given Wagner some trouble from the 
beginning. In the original version of the final scene Venus did not 
appear in person; she was to be conceived by the spectator merely 
as a figment of the frenzied imagination of Tannhiuser, with the 
Horselberg showing in a red light in the distance, and bells tolling 
from the Wartburg announcing the death of Elisabeth there. Evi- 
dently the spectators of 1845 did not grasp the full meaning of all 
this; yet, perversely enough, when Wagner improved it for them 
they resented being deprived of the dénouement to which they 
had grown accustomed. When originally writing this final scene, 
Wagner said in the brochure, his conception of it was just as clear 
to him inwardly as it became in the later version, but he had not 
been able to express it in terms of the theatre. “I had banked too 
completely on certain scenic effects, which, however, proved in- 
adequate when put into actual practice: the mere glow from the 
Venusberg in the back distance could not produce the disquieting 
impression that was to lead up to the dénouement; still less could 
the far-away dirge and the lighting up of the windows of the 
Wartburg bring home instantly to the uninformed spectator the 
sense of the catastrophic stroke which Elisabeth’s death brings 
into the action.” The only way to make it all clear to the audience 
beyond any possibility of misunderstanding was by bringing 
Venus in person upon the stage to make a last effort to draw 
Tannhiuser into her coils again, while instead of Elisabeth’s 
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tant Wartburg, Tannhauser was now to sink dead upon her actual 
bier. It seems probable, from certain fragments of indirect evi- 
dence, that Wagner made a tentative change of this kind as early 
as 1846. The work was played with its original ending, however, 
as far as the thirteenth performance, on the 7th February 1847, 
and with the new ending, for the first time, on the 1st August fol- 
lowing. 

It is unnecessary to set forth here all the details of the Paris re- 
casting of the opera. The most important of the changes appear in 
the first act. Not only was the bacchanal extended and intensified 
but the colloquy between Venus and Tannhauser was worked out 
on a larger scale. This landed Wagner in some difficulties later. 
He wrote the new music for this episode to a French version of 
his new German lines; consequently when he came later to pre- 
pare a definitive German edition of the score he had to translate 
the French text back again into German. This of necessity com- 
pelled him sometimes to replace the regular metrical scheme of 
his German text by a sort of free verse in order to make the words 
fit the melodic line. A single example will suffice to give the reader 
an idea of what happened. At one point he had written the fol- 
lowing lines for Venus: 


Da liegt er vor der Schwelle, 
wo einst ihm Freude floss: 
um Mitleid, nicht um Liebe, 
fleht bettelnd der Genoss. 


In the process of fitting German words to the melody that had 
been composed to the French text these lines lost their metre and 
their rhyme and became these: 

Auf der Schwelle, sieh’ da! 

ausgestreckt liegt er nun, 

dort wo Freude einst ihm geflossen! 

Um Mitleid fleht er bettelnd, 

nicht um Liebe. 
It is not to be wondered at that occasionally the new words fall 
awkwardly from the tongue. 

Other changes from the text of 1845 to that of 1861 have been 

indicated in the foregoing analysis of the opera. 
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Poe SORE oe Bee a 


Lohengrin 


PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS 


LOHENGRIN Tenor 
ELsA OF BRABANT Soprano 
FRIEDRICH VON TELRAMUND, 

A COUNT OF BRABANT Baritone 
ORTRUD, HIS WIFE Soprano 


HENRY THE FOWLER, GERMAN Kinc _ Bass 
THE Kinc’s HERALD Bass 


Time and place of the action: Antwerp, first half of the 
10th century. 


] 


4, A/ AGNER has told us how, during a holiday and “cure” 

in Marienbad in the summer of 1845, the subjects 

[i Lohengrin and The Mastersingers engrossed him 

almost simultaneously. He had been sadly over- 
is in ialeresrsah and his doctor had ordered him a complete 
rest. To this end he had taken with him, by way of light reading, 
the poems of Wolfram von Eschenbach and the old anonymous 
German epic of Lohengrin. But as he pored over these in the 
neighbouring woods, he says, “an ever-increasing excitement” 
took possession of him. Memories revived in him of the Paris days 
when he had read an article by the Kénigsberg Professor Lucas 
on the Lohengrin epic. “Thus”, he said in his account of that Paris 
period, “a whole new world opened out before me, and though 
I could not find then and there the form in which to cast this 
Lohengrin, yet the image of it persisted undimmed within me.” 
In Marienbad, as a result of his making acquaintance with the 
epic at first-hand, “there suddenly sprang up before my eyes a 
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Lohengrin complete in every detail of dramatic form: in particu- 
lar the saga of the swan, which forms so significant a feature of 
the whole complex of myths with which my studies had familiar- 
ised me, exercised an enormous fascination on my imagination. 

Remembering his doctor’s injunction not to do any writing dur- 
ing his “cure” he fought hard at first against this fascination, and 
tried to drive Lohengrin out of his mind by thinking of Hans 
Sachs and the Mastersingers of Nuremberg, about whom he had 
been reading in Gervinus’s History of German National Poetry. 
The result was that the whole ground-plan of an opera on the 
subject of the Mastersingers at once took shape within him. As it 
was a comedy theme, he says, and therefore not likely to tear his 
exhausted nerves to tatters, he thought he could commit the plan 
to paper without really disobeying the doctor’s orders; he hoped, 
indeed, that it would drive out the desire to set to work at Lohen- 
grin. But in this he was mistaken: no sooner had his mind got into 
full working order again under the influence of the Nuremberg 
subject than that of Lohengrin clamoured more and more insist- 
ently for realisation. A similar thing was to happen to him more 
than once in later life; when the mighty dynamo of his imagina- 
tion got really to work on one theme the sheer energy of it would 
force to the forefront some other subject which until then had 
been only hovering about in the hinterland of his consciousness. 
Getting into his bath at Marienbad at noon one day, he tells us, 
“I was suddenly overcome by so powerful a longing to commit 
Lohengrin to paper that, unable to stay in the bath the regulation 
hour, I jumped out impatiently after the first few minutes, and, 
hardly giving myself time to dress, ran back like a madman to my 
lodging to write out what was pressing so heavily on my mind. 
This went on for several days, until I had set down the detailed 
stage plan for a Lohengrin.” It is not to be wondered at that his 
doctor gave him up as hopeless, the sort of man on whom a water- 
cure was wasted: Wagner was now so excited that he sometimes 
spent the night wandering about instead of sleeping. 

Back in Dresden again in August, his time during the next few 
months was fully taken up with his duties at the theatre and the 
rehearsing of Tannhduser, the first performance of which took 
place on the 19th October 1845. With that off his hands he could 
settle down in good earnest to turning his Marienbad Prose 
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Sketch for Lohengrin into verse. This first form of the poem, the 
existence of which was unknown to the world in general until 
1912, when the original manuscript came into a Berlin auction 
sale, he at once read to some of his Dresden friends. It met with 
their general approval, though Schumann was unable to see how 
the plan could be carried out musically, there being no provision 
for the usual operatic “numbers”; and Wagner found an impish 
delight in reading detached portions of it to him as if they were 
arias and cavatinas, whereupon Schumann smilingly declared 


himself satisfied. 


2 


The preliminary Prose Sketch, which bears the end-date 
“Marienbad, 3 August 1845”, runs to nearly thirty pages of print. 
In most essentials it corresponds to the present poem. When Wag- 
ner came to cast it into verse he of course kept a more observant 
eye on the stage picture as it would work out in an actual produc- 
tion; consequently we find him here and there expanding a detail 
or making some little change or other to throw it into higher re- 
lief. The musician in him also took a larger part in the planning 
now, providing opportunities at this point or that not only for 
emotional elaboration or intensification but for a deeper psycho- 
logical probing of character. 

For instance, in the Prose Sketch Telramund, after his account 
of Elsa’s alleged murder of her brother Gottfried, tells the assem- 
bly that she is a “haughty visionary” who had behaved high- 
handedly towards him, her rightful wooer, as soon as she had dis- 
posed of Gottfried; she now saw the way clear to making herself 
the mistress of Brabant and marrying some secret lover. When 
Elsa is called upon by the King to meet the charges against her 
she merely replies that she is innocent and looks to some one 
whom she does not know and cannot name to come forward as 
her defender. The trumpets are sounded, and soon there comes 
into sight a swan-drawn boat with a knight in silver armour in it, 
leaning on his sword, helm on head, shield on arm, a horn hang- 
ing at his side. Both the dramatist and the musician in Wagner 
saw later how all this could be made more effective in the theatre 


1 It was published in full, for the first time, in the Bayreuth F estspielfiihrer 
for 1936. 
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than it had been in the Prose Sketch. So in the poem we are not 
merely told by Telramund that “traumselig ist die eitle Magd, die 
meine Hand voll Hochmuth von sich stiess” (“Given over to 
ecstatic dreaming is the vain maid who so arrogantly rejected my 
hand”); we now actually see her, at her first appearance on the 
stage, in one of her semi-trances. “Speak, Elsa”, says the King; 
“what have you to confide to me?”, whereupon Elsa, “gazing 
fixedly and tranquilly before her, as if transfigured”, describes, 
more to herself than to the others, how once, during her dark and 
lonely days of prayer, she had fallen into a trance in which she 
saw a knight approaching her who seemed the very symbol of 
purity, a golden horn at his belt, leaning upon his sword. This 
new handling of the situation served a triple purpose: it allowed 
for the insertion, in what before and after is only sober narrative, 
of the lovely monologue of Elsa (“Einsam in triiben Tagen”), it 
shows her, before them all, as a visionary, instead of her merely 
being described as one by Telramund, and, best of all, it added 
tenfold to the dramatic force of the later appearance of Lohen- 
grin at the bend of the river — the King and the nobles can have 
no doubt now of her innocence and her supernatural protection, 
for here, in the flesh, is the very knight she had seen in her trance, 
the deliverer sent to her from heaven, garbed and accoutred 


exactly as she had described him. 


8 


In the Prose Sketch the first act ends thus, after Lohengrin has 
spared the life of the defeated Telramund: “Outburst of jubila- 
tion on all sides. Lohengrin is enthusiastically praised; Elsa falls 
on his breast in ecstasy; the King * blesses her. Despair of Fried- 
rich and Ortrude.” That Wagner already had his doubts about the 
effectiveness of this ending is shown by two interrogative jottings 
in the margin of the Sketch: “P?Friedrich and Ortrude pro- 
nounced to have forfeited honour and banished: the King wants 
to invest Lohengrin with the kingdom of Brabant; he declines it, 
1 In the Sketch he figures as “the Emperor”. No doubt some one in Dresden 
pointed out to Wagner that this was historically inaccurate, Henry the 
Fowler never having formally assumed that title; so in the poem he is given 
his proper rank of “German King”. Elsa, by the way, appears in the Sketch 


as Elsam, Ortrud as Ortrude, and Telramund as Count Friedrich von Tel- 
ramunt. 
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declaring that he wishes to be called merely Brabant’s protec- 
tor??”. Wagner must soon have realised that all this would have 
lowered the emotional tension to the verge of anti-climax: the 
right ending was the one adopted later in the poem — a great en- 
semble of jubilation, flecked here and there by the despair of Tel- 
ramund and the fury of the indomitable Ortrud. 

We see the same keen sense of the stage at work in some por- 
tions of the second act, the same unerring perception of the best 
moment at which to bring in a particular stroke. The scene, for 
example, in which Ortrud tries to instil the poison of doubt into 
Elsa's mind is handled far more subtly in the poem than in the 
Sketch. In the latter we are shown the processes of Ortrud’s plot- 
spinning in too great detail. Professing gratitude for Elsa’s kindly 
treatment of her after her downfall, she throws out a hint of how 
she may be able to repay her; “‘she has been endowed with a 
peculiar gift of seeing more than ordinary mortals do; perhaps she 
may warn Elsam to be on her guard and not trust too blindly to 
her good fortune’. Elsam: “What mean you by that?’ Ortrude tries, 
by means of vague suggestions, to arouse doubts in her regarding 
the stranger: may she never regret having given him her trust, 
etc. Elsam counters with the expression of unconditioned confi- 
dence in him whom God has sent to her; his prohibition [with re- 
gard to her asking who he is and whence he came] is dear to her; 
never will she disobey it. Ortrude: “O fortunate one, so will you 
never experience what may seem to you evil; may he reward you 
with the same trust, and never leave you in the same incompre- 
hensible fashion in which he came’. Elsam, after a momentary 
shudder, quickly repeats her assurance of rapturous confidence. 
Ortrude checks herself and now takes the line of flattery, praise 
of her goodness, etc. Elsam invites her in; she will give her splen- 
did garments, and they will go to Mass together, where Elsam 
will await the bridegroom to whom she is to be joined for ever. 
Ortrude: [to herself] “Perhaps I can work upon her better through 
her pride’ ”. Whereupon the two go into the kemenate.’ 

All this, as Wagner must have seen when he came closer down 
to the problem of the actual staging, is not only too elaborate in 
itself but anticipates too much the dramatic later scene at the 
minster, in which Telramund tries to stir up general suspicion 

1 The women’s quarters in the palace. 
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against Lohengrin. So in the poem he cuts the scene between 
Ortrud and Elsa down to its barest essentials. Ortrud now merely 
throws out a vague suggestion that she may be able, by her gift 
of second sight, to preserve Elsa from some future evil — may 
not this Lohengrin leave her by the operation of the same magic 
as had brought him to her? That is all. Elsa answers her in kindly 
wise, hoping that Ortrud too will one day find such happiness as 
hers; and the further workings of Ortrud’s mind are sufficiently 
revealed in an aside of hers that accompanies the quiet raptures 
of Elsa: 

Ha! dieser Stolz, er soll mich lehren, 

wie ich bekimpfe ihre Trew’: 

gen ihn will ich die Waffen kehren, 

durch ihren Hochmut werd ihr Rew! 


(“Ha! From this pride of hers will I learn how to break down her 
faith: against it I will turn my weapons, and her own arrogance 


will be her undoing”). 
4 


In the third scene of the second act Wagner’s riper judgment 
dictated the elision of an episode which, in the Prose Sketch, 
smacks too much of conventional opera. There the Herald, after 
having announced (as in the present opera) the degradation and 
outlawry of Telramund and the wedding of Lohengrin and Elsa, 
had launched out into a description of the coming festivities and 
an enumeration of the benefits that will come to Brabant through 
its new ruler — “Blessings and peace will come upon the land. 
Every home shall know security; the fields will bear richly, so that 
all the poor can dedicate themselves to the King for resistance to 
the Huns; on the morrow, the day of the wedding, all shall be 
armed for the march. The people express their delight, and praise 
Lohengrin’s coming and the blessings to be expected from his 
rule: this hope for happiness under the saviour who has come to 
them from afar assumes an exalted form; they see in him the 
wonder-worker, sent to them to create a heaven on earth for 
Brabant. The infirm and the blind are brought in, begging to be 
healed by him on his way to the church.” All this, which would 
have been well enough in a Meyerbeer opera or in Rienzi, would 
have been out of place in Lohengrin, coming as it would at the 
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point when the psychological tragedy inherent in the situation was 
just about to develop to its climax. By 1845 Wagner had travelled 
too far as a dramatist to revert to machine-made operatic con- 
ventions of this sort. So when he came to write his poem he dealt 
ruthlessly with this section of the Sketch, compressing it all into 
a few lines for the Herald and an answering cry of jubilation from 
the male chorus; and the action moves straight on to the meeting 
of Telramund and the four Brabantine knights who are not ill- 
disposed towards him in his disgrace. 

Towards the end of the second act, at the point where Lohen- 
grin, turning with an expression of confidence to Elsa, is dis- 
mayed to read in her face that Telramund and Ortrud have in- 
stilled something of their poison into her, Wagner has written in 
the margin of his Sketch “adagio” — a clear sign that even when 
he was engaged on the first draft of the scenario he saw it all in 
terms not only of stage action but of music. (Actually, in the 
opera, the tempo becomes andante moderato, after two or three 
pages of presto, at the point in question). And at the very end of 
the act we see once more how his imagination must have been 
constantly playing upon his material, moulding it, improving it, 
making every detail co-operate to the one great dramatic end. 
The final lines of the second act run thus in the Sketch: “Lohen- 
grin: “Hail, Elsam! Now let us go before God’s altar!’ All doubt is 
suddenly dissipated; with renewed enthusiasm they all cry, ‘He 
is a knight of God!’ The procession moves towards the church.” 
But in the poem we have the touch which the reader will remem- 
ber is so effective on the stage. The directions now run: “To the 
solemn sound of bells the King ascends the steps of the minster, 
Lohengrin on his left hand, Elsa on his right. As she reaches the 
top step her gaze falls on Ortrud below, who stretches out her 
hand to her threateningly; horrified, Elsa turns away and anx- 
iously presses close to Lohengrin. He leads her into the minster as 
the curtain falls.” + 


1 In the score of the opera the sense is the same as in the separate editions 
of the poem, but the wording is different: “Here the King and the bridal 
pair have reached the highest step of the mirster; Elsa, deeply moved, turns 
to Lohengrin, who takes her in his arms. Still in his embrace, she looks 
timidly and anxiously down the steps to the right and perceives Ortrud, who 
raises her arm against her as if in triumph. Elsa averts her face in terror.” 
As regards both the text and the stage directions Wagner's scores often 


1 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


5 


In the third act Wagner made several changes with a view tc 
tightening up the action. The more important of these are in the 
final scene. The reader will be acquainted with what is known in 
the concert room as “Lohengrin’s Narration”, in which the hero 
tells the King and the others of Monsalvat and his father Parzival 
and the brotherhood of the Grail. In the Prose Sketch he had 
made Lohengrin continue with a long account of how news had 
come to the brotherhood that a maiden was in distress; how they 
saw a swan approaching down the stream, drawing a boat by a 
golden chain; how, after Parzival had consulted the Grail for 
guidance, they learned that the swan was a human being, the vic- 
tim of an enchantment, who would remain with them for a year; 
and how Lohengrin was sent out in the boat, with the Grails 
blessing, to champion distressed innocence. Here Wagner was 
following closely the old epic of Lohengrin. But drama cannot in- 
dulge itself in the leisurely descriptions of epic; and so not a word 
of all this appears in the poem of the opera. But Wagner had not 
only worked it out in detail in the original version of the poem 
but actually set it all to music. On the 2nd July 1850, however, we 
find him writing to Liszt, who was making preparations for the 
first performance of the work in Weimar, “Give my opera as it is, 
without cuts! Just one cut I myself prescribe: I want you to take 


differ considerably from the poem as he printed it later in his Collected 
Works. The discrepancies, especially in the case of The Mastersingers, run 
into hundreds; and the question has frequently been debated which of the 
two versions should be taken as the definitive one. Do the variants in the 
scores represent the composer’s second thoughts which override the first 
ones? If so, why, when he published the poems later in the Collected Edi- 
tion, did he print these in their earlier form? The subject has been discussed 
at great length during the last forty years or so, with a copious quotation of 
instances and a vast amount of insistence on the superior claims of this read- 
ing or that. Ever and anon there goes up the cry for a “ definitive edition ” 
of the poems and the scores, to be achieved by the co-operation of a com- 
mittee of experts. But the experts are in irreconcilable disagreement with 
each other on almost every point. The problem bristles with difficulties of 
all kinds, and, it is safe to say, will for ever remain insoluble. As it is, the 
text and the stage directions as they stand in the scores need to be con- 
stantly studied in connection with those of the poem in its “literary” form. 
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out the second part of Lohengrin’s Narration in the big final scene 
of the third act. After Lohengrin’s words, ‘Sein Ritter ich, bin 
Lohengrin genannt’ [‘Its knight am I, and Lohengrin my name’] 
fifty-six bars are to be omitted, down to ‘Wo ihr mit Gott mich 
alle landen saht’ [“Where all of you saw me land in God’s name’]. 
I have many times performed the whole work to myself, and I am 
now convinced that this second section of the Narration can have 
only a chilling effect. The passage must also be omitted from the 
text-books.” 

He had already effected a similar piece of compression, to the 
decided benefit of the work, at the point immediately after the 
solo in the last act in which Lohengrin hands his sword, horn and 
ring to Elsa, bidding her give them to her brother if he returns. 
In the Sketch this had been followed by a long monologue for 
Ortrud, in which she vaunts her triumph over Elsa, for now that 
her rescuer is returning to Monsalvat her brother, transformed 
into a swan, can never shake off the enchantment Ortrud has laid 
on him. In the poem all this is compressed into a few lines. Then 
comes an episode that aptly illustrates a fact that has often to be 
borne in mind when we are listening to a performance of a Wag- 
ner opera; in the final process of alteration or compression he has 
omitted, or touched upon too lightly, some little point or other 
that only becomes fully clear to us after we have read his first 
Sketch. In the final version, after Ortrud’s last jubilant cry of 
“Erfahrt, wie sich die Gotter rachen, von deren Huld ihr euch 
gewandt!” [“Learn from this how the gods from whose protection 
ye have turned avenge themselves”], we have the stage direction, 
“Lohengrin, who has reached the bank, has heard what Ortrud 
says. He now sinks on his knees in silent prayer. The eyes of all 
are riveted on him in tense expectation. Suddenly he perceives a 
white dove hovering over the boat; with a look of gratitude he 
springs up and loosens the Swan’s chain, whereupon it immedi- 
ately sinks; in its place appears a beautiful youth garbed in gleam- 
ing silver — Gottfried — whom Lohengrin lifts to the bank.” ? To 
understand what was the nature of this silent prayer of Lohen- 


1 There are a few trifling differences between the stage direction in the 
poem and that in the score. For greater clearness sake I have combined the 
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grin we have to turn to the Sketch, where we read: “Lohengrin 
kneels on the shore. ‘Give me a sign, eternal God, that shameless 
evil shall not mock at Thee! A sign of propitiation let me have 
from Thee that I may lay as balsam upon the wound dealt to the 
purest of beings by the sin of doubt. O Lord my God, hear me in 
my humility’ . . . Here his voice sinks to so soft a whisper that 
it is hardly audible. Again he prays silently. Intense concentra- 
tion [on the part of the beholders].” It is out of love for Elsa, then, 
to spare her the bitterest consequences of her sin of doubt, that, 
in the opera, he “silently” prays for a sign from heaven; and the 
spectator should bear this in mind as he watches the action. 

Then comes a very curious feature of the Sketch. In the opera, 
after his prayer Lohengrin calls out, “Behold the Duke of Brabant, 
who shall be your leader”, and then leaps into the boat, which is 
led away by the Swan. But in the Sketch we find this: “A soft 
melody is heard, coming from the Swan: 


Leb wohl, du wilde Wasserfluth, 
die mich so weit getragen hat; 

leb wohl, du Welle blank und rein, 
durch die mein weiss Gefieder glitt: 
am Ufer harrt mein Schwesterlein, 
das soll von mir getrostet sein. 


[‘Farewell, wild flood that has carried me so far. Farewell, pure 
bright waves over which my white feathers have glided. On the 
shore my sister awaits me; by me she shall be consoled’]. A white 
dove suddenly hovers over the boat”, etc. 

Wagner not only cast this episode into verse at the very time 
when he was writing the Prose Sketch but set it to music later. 
But in the Composition Sketch the page in question bears the fol- 
lowing note in his handwriting: “For reasons of dramatic econ- 
omy I could not make use of this song of the Swan in my Lohen- 
grin . . .” This jotting was evidently the draft of an inscription 
to his friend Frau Lydia Steche, into whose album he copied the 
discarded words and music of the song in August 1853. There can 
be no question that he was right in deleting this episode from his 
score; it could only have relaxed the dramatic tension just as it 
was mounting to its climax. 
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Though few of those connected with an ordinary performance 
of Lohengrin — spectators, conductor, singers, producer and so on 
— appear to be aware of it, the opera is rather more than the story 
of a virtuous first soprano, a noble tenor, a wicked second soprano, 
and a baritone of good intentions but easily led astray by his wife. 
To the average performer and opera-goer the King, the nobles 
and all the rest of the ensemble are merely lay figures, theatrical 
devices for padding out the drama in the moments when the prin- 
cipal characters are not in action, pretexts for a little solo or two 
and a big chorus now and then, especially at the end of an act — 
all in the accredited style of opera construction. Wagner’s back- 
ground to the Lohengrin-Elsa story, however, is not simply so 
much operatic machinery. It is historical, and the interest of the 
action is increased if this is realised by the producer and borne in 
mind by the audience. 

Henry I of Saxony (Henry the Fowler) reigned from 919 to 
936. He was an energetic upholder of German rights and a fighter 
for German unity, features that commend him to the affections of 
the Germans of our own epoch. He set his face against the pre- 
tensions of the Roman Church to interfere in German politics, 
refused to accept his crown from the hands of the Archbishop of 
Mainz, and reserved to himself the right of appointing bishops. 
Saxony at that time was the most considerable of the German 
states. By wise rule and power of arms he made his own duchy 
internally strong, while externally he fought to save Germany 
from being overrun by alien hordes, in particular the Hungarians, 
who at that time were a formidable military power. Saxony was 
a relatively new state, based largely on the village community. 
Henry persuaded his people to aggregate into towns, and then to 
fortify them; and to win time for the realisation of these and other 
plans, such as the building of a number of strongholds, he con- 
cluded a nine years’ truce with the Hungarians in 924, at the cost 
of an annual tribute. Then he brought in a new system of con- 
scription for national defence and trained his men in the latest 
developments of the art of war; so that when the truce expired in 
933 he was able to face the dreaded Hungarians on equal terms 
and defeat them, thus saving the German lands from the eastern 
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menace of that period. Secure on this frontier, Henry now turned 
his attention to the west, extending his rule over the territories 
round and beyond the mouth of the Elbe. He was, in fact, not a 
king of opera but a very important historical person; though Wag- 
ner was incorrect in describing him, in his Prose Sketch, as the 
Kaiser, he was given the unofficial title of “Pater Patriae et Im- 
perator Romanorum”, and in point of fact he was “German Em- 
peror” in everything but name. 

In the opening scene of the opera we see him in Brabant; the 
pact with the Hungarians is nearing its end, war is imminent, and 
Henry has come to Antwerp to try to persuade the Brabant nobles 
and people, in their own interest, to take up arms with him 
against the eastern peril. They receive him cautiously; it is only 
after Lohengrin has appeared miraculously among them and 
been accepted as their protector that they range themselves en- 
thusiastically on the side of the Saxon king. Wagner gives us in 
the third scene of his second act a hint of this holding back, a hint 
which always passes unnoticed by the spectator who is not thor- 
oughly familiar with the text. After the Herald’s proclamation of 
the ban upon Telramund and the appointment of the Knight of 
the Swan as Protector of Brabant, four nobles detach themselves 
from the jubilant crowd and discuss the new régime furtively and 
without enthusiasm. “You hear?” says one of them; “he [the King] 
means to take us outside our own borders.” “To march against an 
enemy , says the second, “who has never yet threatened us!” “So 
bold a venture may not turn out well for him”, says the third; and 
the fourth, “But who can hold out against him if he orders us to 
march?” Telramund overhears them and succeeds in working 
upon them; these, indeed, are the four disaffected nobles who 
make the attempt upon Lohengrin’s life in the third act. This little 
episode, which occupies only some eleven bars, is often omitted 
in performance. This is typical of the measure of understanding 
the average modern producer has of the drama of the Wagnerian 
work he is supposed to be producing. 


¥/ 
The antithesis of the Saxon and the Brabantine worlds, then, is 
a dramatic point that should be made as clear as possible to the 
spectator. Apparently this was never properly done, or perhaps 
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even attempted, until the Bayreuth performances of 1894, which 
set the model, in many ways, for the impressive production of 
1936. In the first and the final scene of the opera there should be 
the clearest distinction to the eye between the costumes and the 
weapons of the Saxons and those of the Brabantines. One need 
not press the point too far; perhaps some of the historical niceties 
of the 1894 production would have escaped the notice of all but 
specialists in the manners and costumes of the tenth century. But 
that a visible differentiation shall be made, and perceived by the 
spectator throughout the opera, is essential to a real understand- 
ing of the milieu of the drama. The importance which Wagner 
himself attached to this matter is shown in various little ways. 

In the final scene the King, the nobles and the people are as- 
sembled once more in the same setting as that of the opening of 
the first act. Among the stage directions for the final scene we 
find this: “Gradually, from various quarters, the Brabantine Heer- 
bann * pours upon the stage. Each section is headed by a Count, 
whose banner-bearer plants his standard in the ground, about 
which the others gather; children carry the shield and spear of 
the Count; servitors lead the chargers aside. When the Braban- 
tines have all entered, King Henry comes in from the left with his 
Heerbann; all are in full war-equipment.” These are the direc- 
tions in the poem. In the score they read thus: “A Count enters 
with his adherents, dismounts, and gives his horse to a servitor; 
two noble youths carry his shield and spear. He plants his stand- 
ard, round which his adherents take up their positions.” This pro- 
cedure is repeated several times while the martial music goes on, 
until finally the King enters with his Saxon troops. These earlier 
arrivals are in fact the Brabantines who, after the triumphal ad- 
vent of Lohengrin, have responded to the King’s call to arms: one 
significant sentence in the stage directions as given in the score 
runs thus: “The Counts and nobles greet each other, examine and 
praise their weapons, and so forth”. The intention of it all is to 
make it clear to the spectator that the Brabantines have at last 
come in on the Saxon side. But Wagner’s fidelity to history does 
not end here. The horses which the Brabantines bring with them 
are not merely there for stage effect: they are meant to give a 
touch of real history to the action. The Hungarians had been 


1 The “arriére-ban”, or levy. 
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formidable by virtue of their light cavalry; Henry had defeated 
them, in the last trial of strength between them, by the heavy 
cavalry he had trained during the nine years’ truce. 

Should there be any doubt in the reader’s mind whether Wag- 
ner attached so much importance as this to the historical point, 
he has only to look at a letter from the composer to Hans von 
Biilow of June 1867. On the 16th of that month there had been a 
grand new production of Lohengrin in Munich, under Biilow, by 
command of King Ludwig. The work was to be given exactly as 
Wagner had planned it. On the 27th we find him writing to 
Biilow: “I hear, incidentally, that his Majesty has given orders 
that horses are not to appear in the third act. You are acquainted 
with my reasons for insisting on these in a gathering entirely of 
mounted men. I should have desired these horses to be capar- 
isoned in conformity with the manner of the period. Since not 
only has there been no royal command to that effect but the 
horses are to be cut out altogether, I now request you to omit also 
the whole of the music that accompanies this gathering, for now 
it ceases to have any meaning; and as the royal command was 
that the score should be given complete, this omission must in 
duty bound be notified to his Majesty.” He was prepared, then, 
to face the risk of offending the King by omitting the long orches- 
tral introduction to the final episode of the opera if the scene of 
the Heerbann were not staged as he had originally planned it — 
with horses, or at least with a suggestion of them as part and par- 
cel of the Brabantine contribution to Henry’s army. So important 
did it appear to him that the spectator should grasp the signif- 
icance of the contemporary political background of the story he 
was telling! 
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The legend of Lohengrin and the Swan has a long and interest- 
ing history, but as most of it has no bearing on Wagner's opera 
we need not trace the evolution of it in detail here. The essential 
points are these. From time immemorial there had existed stories 
of heroes who came to the aid of virtuous maidens in distress, 
stories of mysterious swans coming from afar, stories of children 
who had been transformed by magic into swans, stories of knights 
whose device was a swan, stories of children or heroes or gods 
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who drift to some land or other in a boat (sometimes, but not 
necessarily, drawn by a swan), and so on. Episodes from all these 
stories gradually coalesced, and, as the final stage in the process, 
some time in the twelfth century the figure of a Swan-Knight was 
worked into the legend of the Grail. We first find this done in the 
concluding pages of Wolfram von Eschenbach’s epic Parzival, 
which dates from about the beginning of the thirteenth century; * 
but there are grounds for conjecturing that this particular coa- 
lescence may have been effected in the lost poem on the Parzival 
subject which Wolfram alleges to have been the source of his own. 

In the final section of Wolfram’s poem we see Parzival, now 
the custodian of the Grail, appointing his son Kardeiss to rule 
over his territory of Brobarz, while he himself retires with his 
other son, Loherangrin, to Monsalvat.? Loherangrin “is chosen 
to serve the Grail”, Parzival tells the boy’s mother Kondwiramuir; 
“to it he shall be dedicated”. One day there comes to Monsalvat 
news of a princess of Brabant, pure and unworldly, who had many 
kingly and knightly wooers, and was blamed by her people for 
not choosing one of them for consort and ruler of the land. At last 
she called them together and declared that she would give her 
hand only to one sent to her by God. Such a one, the brave, hand- 
some, spotless young Loherangrin, comes to her from Monsalvat; 
a swan bears him across the waters to Antwerp in a boat. At his 
first meeting with the princess he had told her, before them all, 
that he would have to leave her if ever she sought to learn who he 
is and whence he came, a condition which she accepted. They 
had many fair children, and for years he ruled the land wisely and 
defended it against its enemies. But one day the princess asked 
the fatal question, whereupon the swan appeared again, and 
Loherangrin, in great distress, departed as he had come, leaving 
with her a horn, a ring and a sword. The whole story occupies no 
more than a few score lines of the Parzival epic; and Wolfram 
neither gives the Brabant princess a name nor associates her in 
any way with a brother who had been laid under an enchantment. 
Loherangrin goes to her aid simply in accordance with the Grail's 


1 The epic will be discussed in the chapter on Parsifal. 

2 The name Loherangrin (elsewhere Lorangrime, Lohengarin, etc.) seems 
to have been taken from a French epic: “Loherens Garin” signifies Garin of 
Lorraine (Lothringen). 
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rule of service, and when she sins against the divine nature of 
the Grail by bringing its chosen representative down to common 
earth through her question, his mission is at an end and he must 
leave her. 

The later adventures of Loherangrin are set forth in another 
poem, Der jiingere Titurel, which was formerly attributed to 
Wolfram von Eschenbach, but is now credited to one Albert von 
Schaffenburg. In this poem, Loherangrin goes to Lyzaborie (Lux- 
emburg?) and marries one Belaye, who loves him so much that 
she cannot endure separation from him. One of her maids tells her 
that she can secure his constancy by cutting off a morsel of his 
flesh and eating it. This the horrified Belaye cannot bring herself 
to do, so her parents, to whom the maidservant has slandered 
Loherangrin, plot to mutilate him for the purpose. One night he 
dreams of a thousand swords being brandished over him. He 
awakes and slays more than a hundred of his assailants. But they 
are too many for him; he is wounded in the left arm and dies; and 
Belaye too dies of grief for his loss. 
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Wagner must have been familiar with most of the twelfth and 
thirteenth century variants of the Lohengrin legend, for his poem 
is a skilful amalgam of incidents and motives from various quar- 
ters. We need consider here only two of the main sources, the 
Walloon-French epic of Le Chevalier au Cygne, belonging to the 
second half of the thirteenth century, and the German epic Lo- 
hengrin, which dates from about 1260 and the author of which is 
unknown. In the former, Oriant, king of the island of Lillefort, 
marries the beautiful Beatrix, who, during his absence, gives birth 
to a daughter and six sons: these the King’s mother, the sorceress 
Matabrune, who hates Beatrix, sends by a servant into the forest 
to be murdered; and on the King’s return she accuses Beatrix of 
having been unfaithful to him. The children, however, have not 
been killed but only abandoned. They are cared for by a hermit, 
who gives the eldest boy his own name, Helyas. The King, out 
hunting one day, finds these seven children, and on his return 
speaks of them to Matabrune, who, realising who they are, sends 
another of her men to make away with them. When he arrives, 
the young Helyas is absent with the hermit; pitying the others, 
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the emissary merely takes away with him the silver chains they 
wear upon their necks, whereupon they change into swans and fly 
away. Matabrune now makes fresh charges against Beatrix, who 
is condemned to death by the King unless some champion comes 
forward to vouch for her innocence. In response to her prayers 
God sends the young Helyas to Lillefort, where he vanquishes the 
accuser put forward by Matabrune. (Before he leaves the for- 
est the hermit predicts that from the line of Helyas shall spring 
Godfrey of Bouillon). Six swans alight on the water near the 
castle, and when Helyas puts round their necks the chains the 
servant had taken, five of them are transformed into King Oriant’s 
children again; the sixth, however, Esmeré, whose chain had been 
melted down by the King’s goldsmith and made into a cup, re- 
mains a swan. 

One day Helyas sees a swan — his brother Esmeré — approach- 
ing the palace, drawing a boat; and he knows that this is a sum- 
mons to him from heaven to depart with the swan in search of 
adventures. This he does after his father has given him a magic 
golden horn. Drawn by the swan he makes his way to Nimwegen, 
where, at the court of the Emperor Otto, the Count of Blancque- 
bourc (Blankenbourg) is claiming the heritage of the Duchy of 
Bouillon, alleging that his brother, the previous Duke, has been 
poisoned by his Duchess, Clarisse. As usual, the issue is to be de- 
cided by combat. The swan and the boat appear in the river: 
Helyas champions the innocent Duchess’s cause, weds her daugh- 
ter Ydain, and becomes the ruler of Brabant; their daughter 
Ydain, we are solemnly assured, was the mother of the famous 
crusader Godfrey of Bouillon. It is not until seven years after the 
wedding of Helyas and Ydain that the latter asks the forbidden 
question about her husband’s name and lineage; then the sorrow- 
ing Helyas gives her into the care of the Emperor and departs to 
Lillefort with the swan Esmeré, who is restored to human form 
again and baptized. After various strange adventures Helyas be- 
comes a monk, is discovered by some of his vassals from Bouillon, 
and dies in his wife’s arms. (It is conjectured that this association 
of the house of Bouillon with the Chevalier of the Swan was in- 
vented to fill up an awkward gap, due to a misalliance, in the 
pedigree of the Counts of Bouillon ) 
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Comparatively little of this naive story, of course, could be of 
any use to Wagner: it will be observed, too, that in Le Chevalier 
au Cygne it is not the injured Duchess but her daughter whom 
the hero marries, there is no association of Helyas with Monsalvat, 
and the union of the pair lasts seven years. Wagner found mate- 
rial more to his purpose in the German epic Lohengrin, where the 
long story is supposed to be told by Wolfram von Eschenbach as 
his contribution to the routing of Klingsor at the Contest on the 
Wartburg. It was here that Wagner found the names of Elsa and 
Count Friedrich von Telramund, and the association of Lohen- 
grin with King Henry the Fowler. In the German poem the dying 
Duke of Brabant has entrusted the guardianship of his kingdom 
and of his daughter Elsa to the brave and respected Telramund; 
but when she refuses his hand he claims the kingdom and appeals 
to the Emperor for judgment in his favour. Attached to Elsa’s 
rosary is a little golden bell which she had taken from the leg of a 
lamed falcon that had alighted near the castle; and whenever she 
wept for grief this bell would ring. One day the sound of it came 
to the court of King Arthur at Monsalvat, and it rang without 
ceasing until the knights learned from a writing on the Grail that 
in Brabant there was a pure maiden in great distress, to whose 
aid the young and spotless Lohengrin must be sent. As he is about 
to mount his horse a wild swan appears, drawing a boat; and in 
this Lohengrin embarks, taking with him neither horse nor food. 
After some days he arrives at Antwerp, where the swan departs. 

Lohengrin is received with great honour by Elsa and the peo- 
ple of Brabant, and after many festivities they go to Mainz, 
where, before the Emperor, Lohengrin vanquishes Telramund 
—who is condemned to execution —and marries Elsa, having 
first exacted from her a promise that she will never seek to know 
who he is and whence he came. They lived happily together for 
many years, during which Lohengrin fights with the Emperor 
against first the Hungarians, then the Saracens. The catastrophe 
comes at a great jousting at Cologne after the Emperor’s return, 
in which Lohengrin defeats the Duke of Cleves and breaks his 
arm. Thirsting for revenge, the Duchess stirs up the people’s sus- 
picions with regard to this mysterious hero from afar: who is he? 
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whence comes he? is he of noble origin? The poison works in Elsa, 
who at last, disregarding Lohengrin’s warnings, asks him the fatal 
question. Thereupon, before the Emperor and the court at Ant- 
werp, he declares that he comes from Monsalvat, that his father 
Parzival is the custodian of the Grail, that his own name is Lohen- 
grin, that he had been sent to Brabant by the Grail’s command, 
taking with him a sword and horn given him by his father, and a 
ring, the gift of his mother, that Elsa has broken her promise not 
to question him about these things, and that now he must leave 
her for ever. The swan appears in the river: Lohengrin commends 
his wife and children and kingdom to the Emperor's care, steps 
into the boat, and is seen by them no more. 


11 


Here also, it will be seen, Wagner’s mediaeval source supplied 
him with nothing more than the general outline and the raw 
material for a possible dramatic subject. He had to do a great deal 
in the way of selection, condensation and adaptation before the 
shapeless mass could take operatic form. In particular he had to 
create entirely the striking figure of Ortrud out of the faint hint 
afforded him by the character of the Duchess of Cleves in the 
German epic. Ortrud becomes the fons et origo of the ultimate 
disaster. Wagner makes her the antithesis of all that Elsa stands 
for — the woman incapable of love set over against the woman 
who is all love, the old Germanic paganism in implacable opposi- 
tion to the new Christianity. Telramund, weak but not in himself 
evil, is only a pawn in the great game the masterful Ortrud is 
playing. 

And there is one point that is not made entirely clear in the 
Wagnerian poem but should never be lost sight of by the specta- 
tor. Humourists have made delighted play with the notion of a 
woman simple enough to marry a man without knowing his name 
or antecedents and being coldly abandoned by him because in 
the end her curiosity gets the better of her discretion. But to look 
at the matter in that simple unimaginative way is to betray one’s 
ignorance of the nature and the reason of the prohibition laid by 
Lohengrin upon Elsa. In Wolfram von Eschenbach’s epic grief 
immeasurable had come upon the young Parzival and upon the 
land because the untutored boy, on his first entry into the castle 
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of the Grail, had failed to ask a simple question of the suffering 
Amfortas.t From that event has come a double reason for Lohen- 
grin’s silence about himself. In the first place, since that prime 
failure of Parzival the Grail brooks no questioning of those conse- 
crated to its service. (Wagner has to pass that point by in silence 
because to have made it clear would have meant a great deal of 
explanation — the telling, indeed, of the whole previous story of 
Parzival and the Grail). In the second place, it is a condition 
of the Grail’s service to the unhappy world of men that while its 
emissaries may descend to it for noble ends they shall not become 
part of it. They represent a spiritual order whose service and 
whose motives must be accepted with unquestioning faith. 

The motive of trouble ensuing from the indiscreet asking for a 
name occurs frequently in ancient myths; for primitive humanity 
the name was part of the man or the thing, and to learn the one 
was to acquire a certain power over the other. But Wagner is not 
using the motive with any such primitive connotation as this. He 
himself has told us, in A Communication to My Friends, that he 
saw in the Lohengrin prohibition the counterpart of that in the 
story of Zeus and Semele. The god, for love of the mortal woman, 
had assumed human shape. But when, having realised that for all 
his love and hers she does not know him in his true being, Semele 
asks the god to reveal himself to her as he really is, Zeus knows, 
as Wagner puts it, that on the revelation of his true substance he 
must leave her; “he himself suffers from this knowledge, from the 
compulsion to destroy her the moment he complies with her de- 
sire”, and when he shows himself to her in all the splendour of his 
godhead he signs not only his own death-warrant but hers. We 
need not follow Wagner in all his ingenious elucidations of the 
meaning of the myth and his psycho-analysis of love and woman 
as he conceived them to be: it is sufficient for us to have a better 
understanding of what Lohengrin’s prohibition really means than 
those do who regard it as only a rather childish relic of a fairy tale. 


12 


As we have seen, Wagner completed the Prose Sketch for the 
opera in Marienbad on the 3rd August 1845, and set to work at 
1 For the meaning of this see the introduction to the chapter on Parsifal. 
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the poem in Dresden towards the end of October. The first draft 
of this (dated 27th November 1845), which is now in some pri- 
vate collection or other, has not yet been published in its entirety; 
but extracts from it, showing some of the variants between it and 
the final poem, were given in an article by Julius Kapp in Die 
Musik in 1912, at the time when the manuscript was offered for 
sale by auction in Berlin. It is clear that the poem in its first form 
followed precisely the scenario of the Prose Sketch, which was 
printed for the first time in 1936; and the main differences be- 
tween Wagner's first conception of the subject and his final han- 
dling of it have been set forth in the preceding pages of the pres- 
ent chapter. 

The manuscript of the Sketch supplies one more proof of the 
fact, vital to our understanding of Wagner, that even while draft- 
ing the first prose outline of an opera he was already seeing the 
situations and the characters in terms of music. On the margin of 
one of the pages of the manuscript we find the following musical 
jotting: 


for an episode in the duet between Lohengrin and Elsa in the 
third act, which in the opera takes the shape shown in our ex- 
ample No. 46. It is a mistake to assume, as is generally done, that 
the sometimes crude form in which certain Wagnerian themes 
make their first appearance in some sketch or other indicates that 
this was a form that seemed to him adequate at the time, and that 
he gradually hammered it into a better shape later. The truth is 
that the first jotting was intended merely as a shorthand memo- 
randum of the line and the harmony in general to be followed by 
the music in its final elaboration. In the present instance the A 
sharp in the first bar is clearly to fix a modulatory point, the 
theme was to begin in bar two as a return to the main key of E 
major after a hint of a modulation away from it. At the time the 
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musical jotting was made not a line of the poem had been writ- 
ten; all that Wagner had before him in the Prose Sketch was an 
outline of Elsa’s response to Lohengrin: “Elsam schildert ihm in 
entziickter Riihrung das unaussprechliche Gliick, das ihr durch 
ihn zu Theil geworden; wie sie vor Dank, vor granzenloser Liebe 
vergehen méchte”. (“Elsa, deeply moved, describes in ecstatic 
terms the happiness that has come to her through him, how she 
could die of gratitude, of the sense of boundless love”). In the 
poem this became: 


Fihl ich zu dir so stiiss mein Herz entbrennen, 
Athme ich Wonnen, die nur Gott verleiht. 


The musical idea, then, was in Wagner’s mind, complete in 
rhythm and harmony, before the words — which we erroneously 
assume to have generated the music — were in being. 

Wagner began his composition with the third act, the music of 
which was finished on the 5th March 1847. The first act was then 
taken in hand and finished on the 8th June; the second was com- 
pleted on the 2nd August, the prelude to the opera being written 
on the 28th of that month. The orchestral score occupied him 
until the end of March 1848. The work was first produced in 
Weimar, under Liszt, on the 28th August 1850, with the following 
casting of the principal parts: 


LOHENGRIN Beck 

ELsa Aghte 

OrTRUD Fasztlinger 
TELRAMUND Feodor von Milde 
Kine HEINRICH Hofer 


Wagner, who had had to fly from Dresden in May 1849 because 
of his complicity in the insurrection in the Saxon capital, did not 
hear his work until the 15th May 1861, in Vienna. 


13 


The prelude to Lohengrin was the early Wagner's finest 
achievement of the kind both in expression and in form. While it 
is thematically related to some extent to the drama it is neither 
a mere string of melodies from the score nor an attempt, as in the 
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Flying Dutchman and Tannhduser overtures, to tell the story of 
the opera by the succession and interplay of leading motives. In 
the Lohengrin prelude he works for the first time not on exterior 
but interior lines, as it were. The sole subject of it is the mystic 
Grail, the nature and being of it, its descent to the mundane 
sphere, its gradual revelation of its spiritual glory, then its gradual 
return to whence it had come. Wagner’s own programmatic eluci- 
dation of it cannot be bettered: 

“Out of the clear blue ether of the sky there seems to condense 
a wonderful yet at first hardly perceptible vision; and out of this 
there gradually emerges, ever more and more clearly, an angel 
host bearing in its midst the sacred Grail. As it approaches earth 
it pours out exquisite odours, like streams of gold, ravishing the 
senses of the beholder. The glory of the vision grows and grows 
until it seems as if the rapture must be shattered and dispersed by 
the very vehemence of its own expansion. The vision draws nearer, 
and the climax is reached when at last the Grail is revealed in all 
its glorious reality, radiating fiery beams and shaking the soul 
with emotion. The beholder sinks on his knees in adoring self- 
annihilation. The Grail pours out its light on him like a benedic- 
tion and consecrates him to its service; then the flames gradually 
die away, and the angel host soars up again to the ethereal heights 
in tender joy, having made pure once more the hearts of men by 
the sacred blessing of the Grail.” 

Some quiet reiterations of the chord of A major in upper strings, 
flutes and oboes having raised us at the outset into the rarefied 
upper air, the divided violins give out the theme of the Grail: 


ot 7] py 


the falling second shewn in bar two being more specifically re- 
lated in the opera to the swan that is the material symbol of the 
Grail’s commission to Lohengrin to go to the aid of Elsa. The 
Grail motive is continued for a further four or five bars along the 
same lines: 
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As it gradually draws nearer to the world of men it repeats itself 
on another plane (this time in the key of E major) in the middle 
wood wind, with delicate violin embroideries. After a long slow 
descent it begins to ascend again in a variant of itself: 


the stressed notes in the second and third bars of the quotation 
being of particular importance in the texture. Slowly the theme 
develops itself in solider harmonic masses and richer colours, al- 
ways festooned with the same decorative figures, until, having 
touched the lowest point of its windings, it gathers itself up again 
for another great ascent, this time approaching the basic A major 
by way of D major, with the melody standing out in all the maj- 
esty of trumpets, trombones and tuba: 


B.__F#B AD DCHB A Af B Bf 
ZL 
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The actual climax comes at the opening of the fourth full bar of 
our quotation, where the kettledrums and cymbals strike in with 
arresting effect. This is the point at which we may visualise the 
Grail as revealing itself for a moment to the eyes of mortals in the 
blinding fulness of its spiritual splendour. Once more, as will be 
seen in the latter part of No. 4, it soars aloft into its own rarefied 
atmosphere; then, after a long downward sweep of the melody: 


ef AB cCh_pD BE Ft ef 


etc. 


it fades away in the distance in the tenuous violin harmonies of 
the commencement. 

The prelude is perfect in its fusion of musical theme and dra- 
matic meaning, its harmonious design, and its choice of the mo- 
ment for releasing its maximum of energy. The thunderous chord 
in No. 4 to which reference has been made above sets free all the 
forces that have been slowly accumulating inside the music from 
the first note of the prelude, and what follows is the natural ebb 
of the preceding flow. There is a law in certain species of musical 
design — not a law, of course, to which composers consciously 
conform but a procedure which they follow intuitively — that 
might be called the law of two-thirds, the time-period that follows 
the climax being to the time-period of the ascent to the climax 
numerically as one to two. The peak-point, of course, may be a 
trifle more or a trifle less on this side or that of the mathematical 
2:1; a bar or two one way or the other makes no perceptible dif- 
ference over a total time-stretch of several minutes.’ In the Lohen- 
grin prelude the pivotal point comes with almost mathematical 
exactitude. The total length of the prelude is 75 bars; the cli- 


1 More will be said on this subject of ascent-climax-descent in our analysis 
of the prelude to Tristan. 
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mactic chord comes in bar 54; at the slow pace of the music the 
time-relation of the two sections is as near as makes no matter 2:1. 


14 


With the rising of the curtain we necessarily sink for a time to a 
lower musical plane: Wagner now has to explain to us the events 
precedent to the opera that have brought the action to the point 
at which the drama opens, and this can only be done, working as 
he still is with the conventional opera apparatus of the period, by 
means of a pedestrian exposition in quasi-recitative. 

The scene is a meadow on the banks of the Scheldt, near Ant- 
werp. Under a judgment oak sits King Heinrich, flanked by 
Counts and nobles of the Saxon armed levy. Opposite these are 
Counts and nobles of Brabant, headed by Friedrich von Telra- 
mund, by whose side is his wife Ortrud. At a sign from the King’s 
Herald four trumpeters blow a summons, after which the Herald 
explains to the Brabantines that the German King has come to 
parley with them on affairs of state. Heinrich tells them that his 
land and theirs are once more threatened by the Hungarian 
hordes. By force of arms he had been able to impose on them a 
nine years’ truce, which he has used to strengthen the Saxon de- 
fences, building castles, fortifying towns, training men. The truce 
has expired, and once more the eastern hordes are clamouring for 
tribute. Now is the time to decide for good the age-old question 
— which is to rule, East or West? If each Germanic land does its 
duty now the menace can be met — a sentiment which is greeted 
by the Saxon group with a clashing of their weapons and a cry of 
“Arise for the honour of the German land!” 

The King goes on to say that he had come to Antwerp to invite 
the Brabantines to a military concentration at Mainz, but to his 
sorrow he finds them disorganised and leaderless, one faction at 
feud with another. So now he calls on Friedrich von Telramund, 
whom he knows to be a brave and honourable knight, to explain 
the cause of this disunion. Telramund does so. It appears that 
when the late Duke of Brabant was dying he had appointed Tel- 
ramund guardian of his daughter Elsa and his son Gottfried, and 
Friedrich had tended them with loyal care. But one day he 
learned that Elsa had gone into the forest with the boy and re- 
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turned alone, feigning anxiety for news of him, the child, she had 
said, having strayed from her side and not been seen again. 
Search for him had been fruitless; and when Telramund ques- 
tioned Elsa more closely her pallor and trembling betrayed the 
secret of her crime. Filled with loathing, he had renounced the 
right given him by her father to claim her hand and had chosen 
for wife Ortrud, daughter of the prince of Friesland. Advancing a 
few steps, to the accompaniment of a figure in striding octaves of 
a type which Wagner will handle much better when he comes to 
portray his Wotan: 


No.6 
Moderato 


col 8° bassa throughout 


Telramund solemnly accuses Elsa of the murder of her brother and 
claims for himself the kingdom of Brabant, he being nearest of 
kin to the late Duke, and Ortrud a descendant of the one-time 
rulers of Friesland. 


15 


The bystanders comment on the story in awestruck tones. The 
King asks how Elsa could have brought herself to the commission 
of such a crime; and Telramund explains that she is a moonstruck 
visionary, always lost in dreams, and moreover possessed by a 
guilty passion for some man or other whom she hopes to take 
openly for lover once the kingdom has passed into her hands. The 
King, with a prayer to heaven for guidance, orders her to be 
brought before him for trial: he constitutes the place a court of 
justice by hanging his shield on the oak-tree, not to be removed 
thence until he has pronounced judgment at once stern and mer- 
ciful. The warriors all draw their swords, the Saxons thrusting 
theirs into the ground, the Brabantines laying theirs flat on the 
earth in front of them. Then the Herald summons Elsa to appear. 

For a little time after her entry on the scene she remains with 
her attendant ladies in the background; then she advances 
slowly and timidly, accompanied by a plaintive phrase in oboe 
and cor anglais: 
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which is completed in this fashion: 


No. 8 ee ae 
dolctssimo 


——— 
Bass: ie ch ab Fe E} 


At b— ot} —_ Li 
Se / 7 Oe ee es os 
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pit p j 
Ab Bb Db. Eb — Ab 

as the bystanders comment sympathetically on the innocence of 
her demeanour. The King asks her if she is Elsa of Brabant, and 
she silently bows her head, still to the strains of No. 7 and No. 8, 
which continue to accompany her as she signifies, without speak- 
ing, in reply to the King’s further questions, that she is aware of 
the accusation brought against her but will make no answer to it. 
When at last she breaks her long silence it is simply to murmur to 
herself, as if her thoughts were far away, “My hapless brother!” 
Gently the King exhorts her to trust him with her story; and she 
tells them all: 


No.g 


Andante 
P 


Ein-samintrii-ben Ta-gen hab’ ichzu Gott ge - fleht. 


how one day, lost in sorrowful dreams, she had poured out her 
soul to God in a lament that floated high in the air: 


No. 10 
Andante 
ein Laut so Seon der zu ge-walt’- gem To - nen 
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weit indie Luf - te schwol) 


SSS 
then it had drifted away and she had sunk into a sweet sleep. 

The King tries gently to recall her to a sense of her present 
position, but she does not hear him. Her expression changes from 
one of dreamy ecstasy to the fanatical exaltation of the visionary, 
the Grail theme vibrates softly in the upper air, and she tells the 
further story of her dream that day. She had seen a knight in 
splendid armour, who seemed purity incarnate, leaning on his 
sword, a golden horn at his side: 


No. 11 3 ; 
Pitt animato 


He had come towards her and in courtly wise consoled her; he it 
is who shall be her defender now. This she sings ecstatically to 
the theme of the opening of No. 8, which now, however, takes a 
confident close in place of its former one of melancholy and frus- 
tration as she says, “This is the knight I choose: he shall fight for 


— . A 
Eo S SESS FI SO ES a es eS 
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des  Rit-terswill ich wah-ren, er sollmeinStrei-ter sein! 
and once more she appears to lose herself in a blissful dream. 

The King has been impressed by her mystical self-confidence, 
but Telramund passionately declares that he is not her dupe: has 
she not herself proved the truth of his accusation by this admis- 
sion of a paramour? But he scorns to have his cause decided by 
any judgment but that of arms. He reminds the King of the gal- 
lant service he had rendered him in the war with the Danes: let 
him now grant him permission to vindicate his honour with his 
sword. God shall decide, says the King. Drawing his sword and 
thrusting it into the earth in front of him, to the accompaniment 
of an imperious figure in the heavy brass: 
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he puts the formal questions to accuser and accused: “Wilt thou, 
Friedrich Count von Telramund, have thy cause tried in mortal 
combat before the throne of God? .. . Art thou, Elsa of Bra- 
bant, willing that thy cause shall be decided in combat?” Each 
returns a “Yes!”, Telramund vehemently, Elsa quietly, without 
raising her eyes. 


16 


Telramund demands the name of her champion. The music of 
her vision is heard once more in the orchestra as she repeats 
firmly her assurance (No. 11) that the shining knight who had 
appeared to her then will fight for her now; and on this champion 
sent her from heaven she will bestow her hand and her kingdom. 

At the command of the King the Herald advances with four 
trumpeters, who take up their stand at the four points of the com- 
pass of the central space and sound a summons; after which the 
Herald calls on whoever chooses to accept the challenge to fight 
on behalf of Elsa of Brabant to come forward. There is no answer. 
Elsa’s air of tranquil confidence now changes to one of uneasy 
expectation, and we get a foretaste of the later Wagner of the 
Ring in a phrase that projects itself in the dark colour of the bass 
clarinet: 


Telramund taunts Elsa with her inability to produce her cham- 
pion, whereupon she approaches the King timidly with a request 
that he shall be summoned again: “perhaps”, says the dreamer 
innocently, “he dwells so far away that he has not heard.” 

The summons is repeated by the trumpeters and the Herald, 
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but again with no response — only a repetition of the uneasy No. 
14 in the clarinet. Elsa falls on her knees and prays fervently to 
heaven to send her the rescuer it had promised her in her dream. 
The prayer is answered. As the tempo increases, No. 11, the mo- 
tive of Lohengrin, is heard in the trumpets, softly, as if coming 
from afar. The bystanders nearest the river bank catch sight of a 
figure in a boat, drawn by a swan, in the further reaches of the 
stream. They draw the attention of the others to this wonder; and 
the excitement increases as the knight gradually becomes visible 
to them all and they comment eagerly on his beauty and the 
splendour of his armour. For a little while Lohengrin has been 
visible to the audience also; then we lose sight of him at a bend 
in the river, his slow approach being suggested to us only by the 
greater and greater excitement of the comments of the chorus, 
men and women, who have all rushed to the back of the scene for 
a better view of the unheard-of marvel. In the foreground only 
the King, Elsa, Friedrich and Ortrud remain: the King, from his 
raised place, looks down the river: Friedrich and Ortrud are 
rooted to the spot in amazement: Elsa stands motionless, thrilled 
by the cries of the bystanders, but not daring to look around. As 
the excitement piles up to a great climax in the orchestra Elsa’s 
women fall on their knees with a cry of gratitude to heaven for its 
intervention on behalf of the innocent. 

With No. 11 ringing out in the orchestra more commandingly 
than ever and the chorus hailing the hero sent by God, the boat 
reaches the river bank in the centre background. In it stands 
Lohengrin, in gleaming silver armour, helmet on head, shield on 
his back, a small golden horn hanging by his side, leaning on his 
sword. Elsa, who had turned round as the chorus sent up a great 


cry of thankfulness: 
No. 15 : etc. 


gives a startled cry at this coming to reality of her vision. Telra- 
mund is too astonished to move; and even Ortrud, whose proud 
demeanour had shown that her courage had so far not deserted 
her, is perplexed and dismayed at the sight of the swan. The 
others all uncover their heads in awe. 
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As Lohengrin makes the first movement to leave the boat a 
tense silence falls on them all. Softly the violins, in their upper 
register, give out the theme of the Grail, and in an unaccom- 
panied monologue he addresses the swan: 


No.16 


Lento 
PP 


Nun sei _ be-dankt, mein lie = ber Schwan! 


Zich’durch die wei - te Filuth_— zu-riick, 


thanking it for having brought him to his goal, and bidding it re- 
turn, its task accomplished, to the serene sphere from which he 
and it had come. The tiny figure shown at A in our musical ex- 
ample No. 1 now takes the definite shape of a Swan motive in 
oboe and clarinet: 


No.17 Po 


as Lohengrin murmurs his farewell to his companion, on which 
his gaze lingers sadly and tenderly for a while as the swan turns 
the boat round and slowly swims away up the stream. The chorus, 
led by Elsa’s women and some of the tenors, murmur admiration 
of this visitant from an unknown land: 


Macht halt uns ge - bannt? 


Wagner's marking for the ensemble is “as delicately as possible”. 
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Meanwhile Lohengrin has left the bank and advanced slowly 
and solemnly towards the King, to whom he makes his obeisance, 
and to whose German cause he wishes success and eternal glory. 
“It must be heaven that has sent thee here”, replies King Hein- 
rich. To the solemn strains of No. 1 and No. 8 the knight an- 
nounces that he has come to do battle for a maiden accused of a 
crime: then, turning to Elsa, he asks her if she will accept him as 
her defender. His voice wakens her from the trance into which 
she had fallen again; now she throws herself ecstatically at his 
feet, hailing him as her rescuer and offering him herself and all 
she has to bestow. The Grail music throbs in the air once more as he 
asks if she will be his wife. She humbly consents. Then comes the 
crucial motive of the drama: his next question is, if she and her 
lands are to become his and he is never to leave her, will she make 
him a solemn promise — never to ask him whence he came, or 
what his name and race: 


No.1 

? Nie sollstdu michbe-fra-gen, nochWissens Sorge tra-gen, wo- 
, N A) 

Sb or 


FE? Se EL a: 


-her ichkamder Fahrt, nochwiemeinNam’ und Art! 


(This motive had been foreshadowed in an oath-taking chorus in 
a work sketched by Wagner in 1837). 

Softly, half unconsciously, she gives her word. He repeats the 
all-important question with still greater urgency, and again, this 
time with rapturous fervour, she assures him that the trust he is 
placing in her will never be betrayed. He takes her to his breast 
with a cry of “Elsa, I love thee!”, and the chorus repeat the heart- 
felt No. 18. 

Lohengrin leads Elsa forward and gives her into the care of the 
King; then, turning to the others, he declares that the prince of 
Brabant is free of all guilt, and that Friedrich von Telramund has 
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sworn falsely. The nobles try to avert a conflict, but Telramund 
will not yield; whatever sorcery may have brought this stranger 
here, he says boldly, he does not fear his threats, for he himself 
has sworn truly. So the ring is set for the combat. Three Saxon 
nobles advance for Lohengrin, three Brabantines for Friedrich; 
they mark out a circle and define it by thrusting their spears in 
the ground. The Herald warns everyone against interference in the 
fight: the freeman who offends will pay for it with the loss of a 
hand, the serf with his head. Then, advancing to the centre with 
great solemnity, the King prays to heaven to look down and see 
that justice is done; and the concluding strain of his prayer: 


Fal - schen Star-ke sei er - schlafft:— 


is taken up by the assembly and developed into an impressive 
ensemble. Elsa and Lohengrin commend their cause to God, to 
whom Telramund also appeals that his name may not be dis- 
graced: the imperious Ortrud places her trust in her husband’s 
strong arm. 


18 


The long chorus over, the six nobles take up their positions by 
the side of their spears, the other fighting men massing them- 
selves around them. Elsa and her ladies are with the King under 
the oak-tree. The trumpets blow the battle summons; the King 
draws his sword from the earth and strikes three blows with it on 
his suspended shield; Lohengrin and Friedrich enter the lists; and 
the combat begins. The twenty bars that accompany it in the or- 
chestra have for present-day ears all the naiveté of their epoch. 
The more practised Wagner of the later years would have some- 
how or other caught up this little episode in dumb show into the 
main stream of his music; in 1847 he could do nothing better than 
put No. 13 through some obvious repetitions and imitations. At 
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the seventeenth bar the Lohengrin theme (No. 11) rises in tri- 
umph as the knight of the Grail fells his adversary, and in the 
twenty-first a downward plunge of the lower strings depicts Tel- 
ramund’s vain attempt to rise and his final collapse with Lohen- 
grin’s sword at his throat. The hero grants his enemy his life, how- 
ever, bidding him devote it to repentance for his crime. 

The King takes down his shield from the oak-tree and sheathes 
his sword; the six orderers of the combat withdraw their spears 
from the earth, and all press eagerly and joyously forward. Elsa 
runs to Lohengrin, and with a great cry of gratitude: 


No. 21 ; 
Molto vivace 
So 


launches the jubilant finale; Wagner the musician is back in his 
true element once more. Elsa surrenders her whole being to her 
deliverer in the last soaring phrase of her glad cry to him: 


© -les, nimm Al-les, was ich bin! 


Out of these two melodies, and a third of similar contour but in 
a contrasting key: 


Dich nur be-sin-gen wir, dir schallen un-sre Lie-der! 


plus the Lohengrin motive proper (No. 11), Wagner builds up an 
ensemble that reaches its climax in a line thrown out in the high- 
est relief by Elsa against a sequence of ascending chromatic har- 
monies: 
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This was a favourite technique of Wagner’s throughout his life 
for creating emotional tension by a prolonged conduct of a falling 
upper and a rising lower line, converging in closer and closer 
chromatics. (Our quotation, of course, shows only the skeleton 
structure of the passage ). 

Throughout the general jubilation Ortrud and Friedrich, could 
we hear them through the enveloping thunder of tone, would be 
found to be expressing their own sentiments about the situation. 
Telramund, still prostrate on the ground, laments his defeat and 
the shame on his honour, in which he sees the hand of God. 
Ortrud, whose gods are those of heathen mythology, asks herself 
and the universe wonderingly who this hero can be that has van- 
quished her husband and brought her plans crashing to the 
ground: but, now as always indomitable, she cannot bring herself 
to believe that the last blow has been struck and all her hopes 
destroyed. 

At the end of the ensemble the proud No. 11 rings out once 
more as the younger warriors raise Lohengrin upon his shield and 
Elsa upon the King’s, over which they have spread their mantles, 
and carry the pair off amid general rejoicing. 


19 
The second act, as we have seen, was the last of the three to be 
composed; and it has many touches that show Wagner to have 
been developing in musical-dramatic power all the while he was 
engaged on the opera. In the character of Ortrud in particular he 
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has achieved a new kind of characterisation, in a vein that was to 
be opened out more fully later in the Ring. The second act, indeed, 
may be said to be mainly Ortrud’s. She now comes into the fore- 
front of the action: the determining dramatic threads pass into her 
masterful hands, and we see her shaping, half with purpose, half 
unwittingly, the ending of the drama she had set in motion before 
the opera began. 

There is a foretaste of the Ring — of Alberich and Hagen as in- 
struments of evil —in the orchestral prelude to the second act, 
which first of all projects across the scene the sinister personality 
of Ortrud in a long ’cello melody the rises and falls and syncopa- 
tions of which combine to produce an impression of something 
evil uncoiling itself in the darkness: 


No. 25 


Andante moderato 


The slow development of this is twice interrupted by the motive 
of Lohengrin’s warning (No. 19) in the cor anglais. Ortrud’s mind 
is festering with Telramund’s and her own defeat and hatred pri- 
marily of Elsa, secondarily of Lohengrin. The latter, she knows 
instinctively, she cannot harm directly. But he may be driven 
away, and Elsa brought to ruin, by sowing the seeds of doubt in 
her mind: somehow she must be brought to ask her deliverer the 
question she had promised not to ask on pain of losing him. How 
to accomplish this end is the subject of her scheming when the 
curtain rises for the second act. 

It is now night. The scene is the citadel of Antwerp: at the back 
is the Pallas (the knights’ quarters ), on the right the minster, on 
the left the kemenate. Ortrud and Telramund, both meanly clad, 
are sitting on the minster steps, Friedrich sunk in gloomy thought, 
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Ortrud never taking her eyes off the windows of the Pallas, which 
are brightly lit. From inside there comes for a moment the sound 
of festal music, with which is linked a reminder of Elsa (No. 8); 
and a return of No. 25 in the orchestra shows the mind of Ortrud 
still at work on her evil plan. 

At last Friedrich rises suddenly with a cry of “Bestir thyself, 
companion of my shame! The dawn of day must not find us here.” 
Ortrud does not move. “I cannot go”, she says; “I am bound here 
by a spell. From the sight and sound of our enemies’ feasting I 
would distil a deadly poison that would put an end alike to their 
exultation and our shame.” Then, in an outburst of grief and rage, 
Telramund reproaches her bitterly for having brought him to the 
present pass. “Unholy woman! what keeps me bound to thee? 
Why do I not leave thee and fly somewhere where my conscience 
may find rest again?” Through her he has lost honour and repu- 
tation; his sword is shattered, his escutcheon soiled, his ancient 
house disgraced. Shame is henceforth his sole portion, wherever 
he may go; would he had died in the fight! In a paroxysm of de- 
spair he flings himself on the ground. 

There is another wave of festal music from the Pallas: then 
Ortrud speaks, still without moving. Why, she asks Friedrich with 
quiet scorn, has he lost faith in her? At this he breaks out afresh. 
Was it not she who, with her false witness, had induced him to 
make the charge against the innocent Elsa? Had she not assured 
him that from a window of their castle she had seen with her own 
eyes the maiden drown her brother in the pond? Had she not as- 
sured him that Radbod’s ancient princely house would rule again 
in Brabant? Pouring these lies into his ears, had she not persuaded 
him to renounce Elsa’s hand and take her to wife? And for his be- 
lief in her lies God has smitten him into the dust. Scornfully the 
pagan woman replies that his “God” is only his name for his own 
faintheartedness; and when he moves threateningly towards her 
she tells him that had he confronted the stranger as boldly as he 
does her, victory would have been his: for in face of anyone who 
knew how to meet him the knight would have been as feeble as a 
child. To Friedrich it appears that the more vulnerable his antag- 
onist the more apparent it is that he had been aided by God. Give 
her the power, she rejoins, and she will prove to him how weak is 
this God that fought for his enemy. 
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Filled now with a strange fear of the sinister creature, Telra- 
mund would fain learn more. She points to the Pallas, the windows 
of which are now quite dark, and, with No. 25 A stealing in in the 
cor anglais, she bids him seat himself by her, and she will tell him 
what her second sight reveals. More and more helpless in her 
hands, he listens while she unfolds her plan for vengeance. The 
stranger knight’s strength is given him by magic; but it will desert 
him if he is compelled to disclose who he is and whence he came. 
“So that”, ejaculates Friedrich, “was why he laid that ban on her!” 
No one, continues Ortrud, can wrest his secret from him but Elsa, 
so it is through her that they must work. Telramund is not to flee 
the land but stay, and waken suspicion in Elsa by accusing the 
knight of having obtained judgment in his favour by magic. If 
this plan should fail, Ortrud has another. She is versed in black 
arts; she knows that if one protected by magic loses only the 
smallest limb the charm fails and his strength is at an end; had 
Telramund so much as wounded a finger of him in the fight he 
would have had him at his mercy. 

Pride and rage combine to make him credulous: he had been 
tricked and degraded by fraud, he cries. He will live now to 
avenge his shame, retrieve his honour, and drag his rival down. 
But if Ortrud should be again deceiving him let her beware! The 
opening bars of No. 25 are heard again, this time threateningly in 
trumpet and trombone, as she assures him that he shall yet taste 
the sweets of vengeance; and together they call on the powers of 
darkness to aid them: 


No. 26 
Moderato <= SS dim. 


Ay ie = 
mei-nes Bu-sens wil-der Nacht! 

The duet, in which the voices are in octaves throughout, ends with 

a warning to those lying in happy sleep in the citadel that calam- 

ity awaits them: 
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When the voices have ceased, two reiterations of a sinister 
phrase in the bass clarinet, followed by a quiet trombone chord, 
complete the dark picture. But instantly a new mood is estab- 
lished by a placid melody in the wood wind that looks forward 
to the wedding music at the end of this act. (See No. 38). Elsa. 
robed in white, appears on the balcony of the kemenate: Telra- 
mund and Ortrud, on the opposite side of the stage, maintain their 
positions on the minster steps. Elsa pours out her happiness in 
lyrical strains to the breezes of the night: 


No, 28 


Euch Lift-en,diemeinKla-gen so. traurigoft er - fullt, 


those soft caressing breezes to which she had so often confided 
her pain, that had brought her rescuing hero to her, and that now 
cool her glowing cheek. Between the phrases of her song we hear 
the muttering of Ortrud and Friedrich: “she will live to rue the 
day”, says the former venomously, “when her eyes again en- 
counter mine!” Hastily she bids Friedrich withdraw for a while 
and leave the dreaming maid to her: the stranger knight shall be 
his concern later. So Telramund disappears in the shadows. 

The calm atmosphere that has enveloped Elsa’s monologue is 
suddenly disturbed by a minor harmony in oboe and stopped 
horns and a cry of “Elsa!” from Ortrud; and we have an unmis- 
takeable touch of the later Wagner in the instantaneous sugges- 
tion, with this minimum of means, of Lohengrin’s warning (No. 
19): 
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With a shudder at something eerie which she senses in the air 
Elsa asks who it is that is calling her name. Has she forgotten the 
voice, Ortrud asks her, of the hapless woman whom she has con- 
signed to utmost misery? In hypocritical, insinuating tones she 
paints the quiet happiness of her life in days gone by: 


No. 30 
Moderato 


How had she ever injured Elsa? Her life had been one of mourn- 
ing for the vanished glory of her ancient line: how could Elsa 
envy her the good fortune of having become the wife of the man 
whom she had rejected in scorn? Misled by powers of evil she had 
brought a false accusation against Elsa; now she is condemned to 
fearful punishment and racked with remorse. Elsa is happy; after 
a brief moment of undeserved suffering life smiles on her again: 
let her turn now from Ortrud and leave her to her fate. From 
time to time Elsa has interrupted her with a pitying word or two: 
now she gives a cry of gratitude to God for this chance to bestow 
blessing on a poor creature kneeling in the dust before her; and 
she hurries back into the kemenate to open the door to her enemy. 


21 


Ortrud springs up in a frenzy of exaltation. She cries loudly to 
her dishonoured gods to avenge themselves and her: 
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31 
Molto allegro 


Ent-weih - te Gét -terl Helft jetzt meiner Ra-chei 


“strengthen me in my fight for you; make an end of the vile pride 
of this apostate!” She calls on Wodan the strong, on Freia the 
gracious, to bless her and make her revenge sure. 

The fury of the orchestra dies down as Elsa, accompanied by 
two maids carrying lights, enters by way of the lower door of the 
kemenate. Abruptly changing her tone, Ortrud throws herself 
humbly at her feet. Elsa is grieved by the change in her since last 
she saw her in her pride and pomp. With kindly words and ges- 
tures she exhorts her to rise and believe that there is no enmity in 
her own heart towards her. On the morrow she is to be wedded to 
her rescuer; she will entreat him to pardon Friedrich for her sake. 
Let Ortrud, then, reappear on the morrow in fine raiment and go 
to the minster with her and see her become the honoured bride of 
her hero. Ortrud thanks her humbly; she will live henceforth as a 
beggar in the sunlight of Elsa’s charity and grace. 

Then she begins to lay her snare. In her abasement, she con- 
tinues, she has lost all her former powers but one, but in virtue of 
that she may be able to protect Elsa’s life and ward misfortune 
from her.* She warns her against believing too blindly in her pres- 
ent happiness; and to ward evil from her, let Ortrud read the fu- 
ture for her. This suggestion is accompanied by the motive of 


1 This is the text as it appears in the scores and in Wagner’s own imprint 
of the poem, but an error seems to have crept in somehow. In the manu- 
script of the full score the second and fourth lines end not with “gegeben” 
and “Leben” (“only one power is given to me. . . . Perchance with it I 
may guard thy life”) but with “geblieben” and “Lieben” (“only one power 
remains tome . . . perchance with it I may guard thy love”). As the emi- 
nent Wagnerian scholar Wolfgang Golther has pointed out, this latter read- 
ing makes the better sense: “it is not Elsa’s life that is threatened”, he says, 
“but her love”. He would not take it on himself, however, to change the 
current wording, though he tells us that the great Wagnerian singer Anna 
von Mildenburg used always to sing “Lieben”, not “Leben”, at Bayreuth, 
and that Hans Richter had assured him that Wagner himself had ordered 
“Lieben” to be inserted in the score for the Vienna production of 1875. On 
the general difficulty of arriving at a definitive text of the Wagner operas 
see supra, p. 111. 
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Ortrud’s machinations (No. 25 A) in the bassoon, which is fol- 
lowed by the motive of Lohengrin’s warning as she continues to 
distil her poison into Elsa’s ear. Has she reflected, she asks, that 
he who had come to her by magic art may some day by magic 
leave her? Elsa turns on her for a moment indignantly; then, filled 
with sorrow and compassion, she says, “Thou, poor one, canst 
never know love so trustful as mine, the love born of perfect 
faith”: 
No. 32 


Poco andante 
Oren. ELSA: Du Aermstekannstwohl nie er - 


) N\ \ 
SS SNS SS Se ee 
0 2 A | ST 
a 


To a phrase that will become important later, in the colloquy of 
Lohengrin and Elsa in the third act: 


A D 


P 
Bassi G ==> == B 


she exhorts Ortrud to come with her and learn the happiness that 
love and faith alone can bestow. As she repeats these last words 
Ortrud mutters to herself, “Ah! this very pride of hers shall teach 
me how to destroy her faith; I will turn her own weapon against 
her!”; but the orchestra envelops the brief duet in a tranquil mel- 
ody of its own: 


No. 34 
Tranquillo 


Strings col 8¥2 (fT etc. 


on which it dwells ardently while Ortrud, with hypocritical re- 
luctance, accompanies Elsa into the kemenate, the two serving- 
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maids lighting their way and closing the door after them. When 
all have disappeared, Friedrich comes out of the shadows with a 
masterful cry: “Thus enters evil into yonder house! Carry to the 
end, my wife, the craft thou hast begun; no power have I to hin- 
der thee. With my abasement began this fateful mischief; now 
let those who cast me down into the dust fall with me. One thing 
only see I in the mists around me — the destroyer of my honour 


shall himself be destroyed!” 
ae 


The stage directions at this point are “First gleam of dawn”. 
We have now to imagine, in defiance of the laws of solar time, 
even of stage time, that several hours have elapsed between the 
chord that accompanies Telramund’s final words and the one that 
immediately follows it. For in a trice a new day is here, the wed- 
ding morn of Lohengrin and Elsa. “Day gradually dawns”, we 
read a little later, and soon, evidently, the whole population is 
awake. We would have been less conscious of the anachronism 
had Wagner removed Friedrich from the scene after his mono- 
logue and brought him back later. But he does not: he makes 
Friedrich seek, before our eyes, a “place of concealment from the 
concourse of people”, which he finds behind a buttress of the 
minster. In a few minutes Elsa will reappear on the stage; she can 
manifestly have had very little time for her talk inside the kem- 
enate with Ortrud, and none at all for sleep before the wedding; 
for very soon we shall see both her and Ortrud in festal rai- 
ment. There is no way of making sense of the situation. The stage 
directions at the opening of the second act had been “It is night”; 
and later Ortrud and Friedrich had described the occupants of 
the citadel as “sunk in soft sleep”. Later still, when Ortrud calls 
out Elsa’s name, the latter says, “How fearfully and mournfully 
my name resounds in the night”. Later, again, she speaks of her 
wedding as “tomorrow”. Wagner's confusion is further shown by 
his giving contradictory stage directions in the poem and the 
score: in the latter “Day gradually dawns” at the commencement 
of the scene that immediately follows the exit of Elsa and Ortrud 
into the kemenate, while in the poem we are told “It is full day- 
light” — which has come up, seemingly, between one bar and the 
next. Wagner must have been fully aware of the illogicality of the 
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situation, but presumably was indifferent to it. The difficulty 
probably arose with Telramund: he had to be on the stage when 
the Herald appears and reads his sentence of banishment, and a 
plausible reason for sending him off and bringing him on again 
later could not be found; so Wagner keeps him there, lurking be- 
hind a buttress, and blandly telescopes several hours into a stage 
minute or two. 
The time, then, is now morning. Two trumpeters on the turret 
of the citadel blow a reveille: 


No. 35 
Moderato con moto CY 


which is answered in softer tones from a distant tower. The same 
procedure is followed with the next phrase: 


and its successors: and gradually the orchestra takes up the fan- 
fares and builds them up in great masses while the watchmen 
descend and open the citadel gates. Servants enter from various 
quarters, greet each other, and then go quietly about their routine 
duties, some drawing water from a fountain, others going into the 
Pallas. Eventually the four royal trumpeters emerge from the Pal- 
las doors; and an arresting effect is made by a sudden unexpected 
switch for a time from the key of D major to that of C major. The 
trumpeters blow a stirring summons, in response to which the 
Brabantine nobles and the personnel of the citadel pour in from 
various quarters and greet each other excitedly — in an extended 
double chorus, as the operatic conventions of the 1840's de- 
manded. They speculate as to what new wonders the day may 
bring forth to cap those of yesterday. 

The King’s Herald advances from the Pallas, and after a fresh 
fanfare from the four trumpeters he proclaims the royal decree: 
for his impious acceptance of the ordeal of trial by battle before 
God, Friedrich von Telramund is disgraced and banished, and 
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with him all who side with him and harbour him.’ The chorus 
break into wild curses of Telramund; but a fanfare calls them to 
order again, and the Herald resumes his proclamation — Lohen- 
grin will be Protector of Brabant: today he will celebrate with 
them his wedding feast, but on the morrow he will lead them 
against the eastern enemy. 


23 


While the chorus are enthusiastically acclaiming all this and 
clamouring to be led into the field, four nobles, formerly liege- 
men of Friedrich, detach themselves from the crowd, advance to 
the front, and express their discontent with the new turn of 
events: so Brabant is to have a new ruler, who is to lead them 
against a foe who has not threatened them? But who is there to 
gainsay him? “I!” says Friedrich, who has approached them un- 
observed and now reveals himself by uncovering his face. They 
are astonished at his braving danger and death by still being in 
Antwerp. He dares do more, he tells them — he will convict the 
intruder of sorcery. Horrified, they take the raging man aside and 
conceal him among them by the minster; he is lost, they tell him, 
if he is recognised by the crowd. 

Just then four noble pages appear on the terrace of the Pallas 
and announce the coming of the princess, Elsa von Brabant: they 
clear a way through the willing crowd to the minster steps, where 
they take their stand. On the balcony of the kemenate appear four 
more pages, the advance guard of the procession of Elsa’s ladies, 
who come out richly robed and make their slow way to the min- 
ster, on the steps of which the first comers group themselves. In 
time Elsa herself appears, the nobles greeting her with bared 
heads. The magnificent final scene of the act is now launched. The 
orchestra gives out a solemn strain: 


No. 37 
Lento maestoso 


—=————_ 
which has a pendant equally majestic: 


1 It had been Wagner’s original intention to have the ban — on both Fried- 
rich and Ortrud — proclaimed in the first act. 
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these are gradually built up into an imposing choral and orches- 
tral ensemble in praise of Elsa. Among the ladies accompanying 
her is Ortrud, now richly dressed. Apparently it occurred to Wag- 
ner at some time or other that her presence there after the ban on 
Telramund might arouse some wonder in the spectator, for in the 
Prose Sketch he has a marginal note running thus: “the ladies 
keep aloof from Ortrud in the procession, which seems to offend 
her greatly”, and in the poem this is expanded into “among the 
ladies who follow Elsa and close the procession is Ortrud, also 
richly dressed. The ladies nearest her keep at some distance from 
her, hardly concealing their displeasure, so that she appears mark- 
edly isolated: her expression is one of sullen anger”. 

As the chorus of greeting reaches its climax of power and Elsa 
places her foot on the second step of the minster, Ortrud breaks 
from the ranks, hastens to the front, and faces her truculently. 
“Stand back, Elsa!” she cries. “No longer will I endure it that I 
must follow thee humbly as a serving-maid! Precedence is mine, 
here and everywhere; before me thou shouldst bow thyself in due 
humility!” What is hers she claims of right, she tells the astounded 
onlookers; for what she has suffered she will have revenge. Elsa 
is as amazed as the others at this change from the suppliant of last 
night to the termagant of the present moment; how, she asks, can 
the wife of one whom God himself has condemned now flaunt 
her a:rogance before her? Ortrud, assuming an air of outraged 
dignity, replies in a melodic vein that anticipates to some extent 
the Fricka of the Valkyrie: 


No. 39 
Allegro —=_ 


Wenn falsch Ge-richt mir den Ge-mahl ver - bann-te, 


war doch sein Nam’ im Lan-de hoch ge-ehrt: 
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“Though my husband has been condemned by a false judgment, 


his name is honoured in this land, his virtues praised, his sword 
feared. But yours — who here can know him, since his bride her- 
self cannot call him by name?” Despite the angry protests of the by- 
standers she goes steadily on: can Elsa assure them that her hero is 
of noble race, tell her whence the river had brought him to her, 
when and whither he will go from her again? She does not know; 
and to keep her from knowing, the stranger has craftily persuaded 
her that to ask these questions would bring disaster on them both. 

Elsa replies exaltedly that her lover is so noble that only the 
basest of beings could doubt his lofty mission; and she appeals to 
the assembly to choose between him and his traducers. Ortrud 
plays mockingly upon the weakness of Elsa’s case — she will not 
ask by what magic the stranger has triumphed because she dares 
not, because she is racked by doubt of him. As Elsa’s ladies come 
forward to support her the door of the Pallas opens and the King 
appears, heralded by the fanfares of the trumpeters, and accom- 
panied by Lohengrin and the Saxon Counts and nobles.* Elsa 
falls on Lohengrin’s breast with a cry of “My lord! My rescuer!”, 
and tells him how she had taken Orirud in out of compassion, 
and now the woman taunts her with excess of faith in him. Lohen- 
grin cows Ortrud with a look and bids her go; then he bends ten- 
derly over Elsa and exhorts her, if she must weep, to shed tears 
of joy. 


24 


He is leading the way with her to the minster when Friedrich 
appears suddenly on the steps. All recoil from him in horror and 
loathing. Wildly he tells the King and all of them that they have 
been deluded by an enchanter’s craft, and demands a hearing. At 
the King’s command they seize him, and as he struggles frenziedly 
with them he accuses the shining knight of having imposed on 
King, nobles and people by magic arts. They should have asked 
him, before they allowed him to enter the lists, the questions Tel- 
ramund asks him now — what is the name, what the station of this 
stranger brought to them down the river by a wild swan? Has an 
honourable knight need of such an escort? “Now let him stand and 


1 Thus in the score. In the poem it is “Saxon and Brabantine Counts and 
nobles”. 
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answer. If he can, then was I justly cast down: if not, let it fare 
with this pretended pure one as evilly as he deserves.” 

All, including the King, are impressed by Friedrich’s vehe- 
mence and his evident conviction, and they look expectantly to- 
wards Lohengrin. Proudly he tells Friedrich that he refuses to an- 
swer the charges and satisfy the doubts of one so degraded. Not 
even to the demand of the King and of all the princes of earth 
for his name and origin would he accede. What doubt can they 
have of him? They saw his deed, which is its own witness of its 
worth. To one alone he owes an answer — Elsa. He turns towards 
her confidently; but as the baleful Ortrud motive (No. 25 A) 
steals out in the orchestra, followed by No. 19 (his warning to 
Elsa), he pauses in dismay when he sees that she is gazing fixedly 
before her, pale and trembling, a prey to the wildest agitation. 
What his secret can be baffles them all, they murmur, but — to the 
accompaniment of No. 25 in the orchestra — in Elsa’s face they can 
read the doubt taking shape in her heart despite her effort to 
fight it down. In a trance, oblivious of the others, she murmurs, 
“What he hides would doubtless work him evil were he to reveal 
it before them all. I, whom he rescued, would be traitor to him 
were I to ask for it. Did I know his destiny I would faithfully 
keep the secret; yet in the depth of my heart doubt raises its 
head.” “Let him keep his secret”, say the King and the others. “His 
deed is witness enough to his nobility. We stand by the hero’s side 
with full belief in him, even if his name he will not tell”. Lohen- 
grin thanks them warmly, pressing the hands stretched out to him. 

While he is thus occupied, standing a little in the background, 
Friedrich goes up to Elsa, who remains a little apart from the 
others, lost in thought, not daring to look at Lohengrin. With the 
sinister No. 25 A again uncoiling itself in the bass clarinet he ad- 
dresses her softly with feigned sympathy: “Give me your trust: I 
can show you a means by which you may learn the truth. Let me 
but wound even his fingertip, and, I swear to you, all will be clear 
that he is now concealing. So will he be faithful and bound to 
you for ever. Tonight I shall be nigh; call me, and it will be done 
in a trice.” 

Elsa repulses him with horror, and Lohengrin, stepping for- 
ward, commandingly bids Ortrud and Friedrich depart and never 
be seen by him again. Friedrich makes a gesture of rage and de- 
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spair. Lohengrin raises Elsa, who had sunk at his feet, bewildered 
and exhausted. “In thy hands, in thy faith”, he says, “lies all our 
happiness. Does doubt still torture thee? Wouldst thou ask me 
the question?” Torn between shame and exaltation she replies, 
“My preserver, my saviour, my hero in whom alone I live, my 
love shall soar above all clouds of doubt!” Taking her by the hand 
he leads her to the King, the nobles and ladies dividing respect- 
fully to let them pass, and No. 37 is once more built up into a mas- 
sive choral and orchestral ensemble, with bells ringing and the 
organ pealing from inside the minster, and trumpet fanfares pierc- 
ing through it all from the turret of the Pallas and from the bal- 
cony. Taking Elsa by the right hand and Lohengrin by the left, 
the King conducts them to the top of the minster steps, where 
Lohengrin takes Elsa in his arms. But at the supreme moment she 
looks back apprehensively and sees Ortrud raising her arm as if 
in triumph, while trumpets and trombones thunder out the mo- 
tive of warning, which, however, is swept aside by a final fanfare 
as the bridal pair enter the minster and the curtain falls. 

It is not to be wondered at that Wagner left the composition 
of the second act to the last, for psychologically and musically it 
confronted him with the most difficulties. He was quite at home 
in choral and lyrical episodes, and his Ortrud of the second act 
was a dramatic creation of a kind new to opera. But he was still 
ill at ease in what we may call the passages of lower emotional 
temperature, essential to the carrying on of the action but not al- 
ways of the stuff that music can take to its heart. He had not yet 
reached the stage at which he could see his own solution of the 
age-old operatic problem of making the whole tissue musical — in 
the first place by so constructing his drama that pedestrian expla- 
nation could be reduced to the minimum, in the second place by 
a continuous symphonic weaving of significant motives in the or- 
chestra. It was no doubt the intuition that this problem would 
somehow have to be solved in the Ring that made him delay the 
composition of the Rhinegold for six years after the completion of 
Lohengrin. 


25 
In the third act, the first of the three to be set to music, we get 
a hint of the line along which his development as a musician 
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‘might have proceeded had not that deep inner change taken 
place in him that was to result in an entirely new synthesis of the 
factors of opera. The third act is predominantly lyrical, and the 
ease and power with which Wagner creates in this field suggest 
that had he been allowed to remain content with the old formulae 
he could have endowed them with a new life. This third act shows 
him at that stage in the development of a great artist when not 
only does each component of his genius seem to have attained its 
fullest individual development but all are in smooth equilibrium. 
It is the stage represented, for example, by Beethoven in his fifth 
symphony and Goethe in the First Part of his Faust. But artists of 
this type, by the very nature of their complex genius, cannot rest 
on their oars when this kind of consolidation of their various facul- 
ties has been accomplished. Their daemon drives them on to 
create difficulties of all kinds for themselves, difficulties of con- 
ception, of architecture, of craftsmanship; and by the very process 
of overcoming these difficulties they become masters of a new 
way of thinking and a new way of working. So it was with Wag- 
ner after Lohengrin. To have stood still would have been, for him, 
to go back; but going forwards meant the slow conquest of en- 
tirely new territory. Of such conquests, however, only the most 
powerful minds, with infinite capacity for growth, are capable. 
Lohengrin was finished in January 1848. By 1858 Wagner had 
written the Rhinegold, the Valkyrie, two-thirds of Siegfried, and 
the major part of Tristan. In no ten years of the life of any other 
great creator is the distance so enormous between the first peak 
scaled and the second. 

In the third act of Lohengrin Wagner abandons himself to the 
luxury of lyricism. It opens with an animated orchestral introduc- 
tion descriptive of the wedding festivities. In some respects Wag- 
ner was at this time more at his ease technically in what we may 
call free music than in music that had to go in harness with words. 
Attention has already been drawn to that four-square regularity 
of beat in much of his earlier vocal writing at which he himself 
could smile in later years. It was the inevitable result of his cast- 
ing his libretti in the ordinary poetic moulds — long lines in regu- 
lar metre with click-clack end-rhymes; the uniform line-lengths 
and the goose-step of the verbal accents imposed on him a cer- 
tain monotony of melodic stress, from which he only emancipated 
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himself later by a drastic shortening of the lines and, in general, 
an avoidance of the fetters of rhyme. But already in the Flying 
Dutchman-Tannhduser-Lohengrin period he was feeling his way 
towards a more flexible rhythm in the orchestra, of which we have 
a foretaste in the varied accentual footfalls of the brilliant intro- 
duction to the third act: 


No. 40 
Molto vivace 


This is followed by an energetic theme in horns, bassoons and 
cellos: 


No. 41 


which appears later strengthened by trombones and tuba (in 
which presentment it is generally vulgarised by conductor and 
players alike). There is a contrasting section in a quieter vein in 
wood wind and horns: 


after which Nos. 40 and 41 are resumed. 

The curtain rises on the bridal chamber. In the middle back- 
ground stands a richly furnished bed, and on the right a low 
couch by an open oriel casement. Through two doors in the back 
come two processions, one of ladies escorting Elsa, the other of 
the King and the nobles with Lohengrin. During the few bars of 
transition from the close of the introduction to the stage scene 
we are to imagine the bridal music drawing nearer and nearer. 
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When the two cortéges reach the centre of the room the King pre- 
sents Elsa to Lohengrin, and the pair embrace while the chorus 
sing a simple little song of congratulation: 


No. 43 
Moderato con moto 


etc. 


Noble pages divest Lohengrin of his rich outer vestment and lay 
it, with his sword, on the couch. Eight ladies similarly disrobe 
Elsa. The King embraces the pair, the pages give the signal for 
departure, and, to the strains of No. 48, the two processions re- 


form and go out slowly, their song dying away gradually in the 
distance. 
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By a sudden enharmonic shift of key, from B flat major to E 
major, the atmosphere changes to one of tender intimacy as Lo- 
hengrin, seating himself on the couch, draws Elsa to him, and, ac- 
companied by the muted strings, begins the long duet. First he 
sings of his happiness at being alone with her for the first time 
since they had met, and at her loving confidence in him: 


ot Tranquillo yon: 


Das siis- se Lied ver -hallt; wir sind ale 


No. 45 


soon becomes the subject of a fresh development: 
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Fihl’ ich zu dir so stiss mein Herz ent-bren-nen. 


as Elsa assures him of her own happiness. Little more than this 
broad outline of the colloquy of the pair is necessary to the lis- 
tener, for what they have to say in words is said more directly 
and more ardently in the music, in which theme succeeds theme 
in spendthrift profusion, the total effect being of a symphony of 
solo song and duet. Lohengrin launches a new melody as he 
speaks of their having been destined for each other from the be- 
ginning, he to be her rescuer, she to be drawn to him by love: 


No. 47 


We-sen! Die nie sich sahn, wir hat-tenuns ge - ahnt; 


She had already beheld him in her dreams, she replies, so that his 
appearance on the river — here No. 11 is breathed softly by flute 
and clarinet — had been only her dream made reality. 

But soon we have a hint of the impending tragedy, the seeds of 
which lad been sown in Elsa’s heart by Ortrud. Her name sounds 
sweet in his mouth, she says: perhaps some day she will be able 
to murmur his, some day when they are alone together and the 
world cannot overhear. Lohengrin, however, only draws her to 
the open window, points to the garden, and tells her that as the 
flowers give forth their scent unasked, so her beauty and inno- 
cence had stolen irresistibly on his senses at the first sight of her: 


No. 48 
URES animato 


Ath-mest du nicht mit mir die st - ssen Dif - te? 


She replies that she longs to be worthy of his love, to serve him 
even at the cost of suffering. The motive of warning (No. 19) in- 
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trudes itself softly into the orchestral tissue as she goes on to sur- 
mise that perchance his secret contains in it a threat of evil to 
him should the world discover it: but if she were allowed to share 
it no power on earth would tear it from her. In growing excite- 
ment she begs for his confidence, for the thought of his mistrust 
weighs heavily on her: “reveal to me thy noble being; tell me 
whence thou comest; of my silence be assured.” 

Gravely he reminds her that when he came to her he had put 
his whole trust in her, accepting her word that she was innocent 
of the charge against her; then he turns lovingly to her again, and 
the orchestra, with a new theme: 


No. 49 


coo 


launches him once more on a flood of protestations; he had given 
up more than she knows to come to her in her need, and in re- 
turn he asks for nothing but love and faith. The warning No. 19 
is heard again as he entreats her to put doubt away from her: one 
thing alone he can tell her — “I come not from night and woe, but 
from a home of light and bliss”. 

The Ortrud motive threads its way through the texture again 
as Elsa recoils from him. He had thought to reassure her, but his 
words have only stirred more anxious doubts in her: 


He has come, then, for her sake from a land where all was joy. 
Will he not be always longing to return? What power has one so 
poor as she to hold him? The day will come when he will regret 
his sacrifice: wasting away, must she count the days until the one 
dawns when she must lose him? In vain he assures her that so 
long as she is free from doubt he will not change towards her: to 
another insistent reiteration of the Ortrud motive she wails that 
as by magic he had come to her, so by magic he may be taken 
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from her: that fear will ever haunt her. She becomes again the 
visionary she was in the first act, but now with a touch of mad- 
ness in her. In imagination she hears and sees the swan (No. 17 
in flute and oboe) approaching down the river, and Lohengrin 
summoning it to take him away. That vision will ever be before 
her eyes: Lohengrin alone can rid her of it: she must know his 
name, what his race, whence he came; and the orchestra points 
the climax of her delirium with an ominous upsurge of No. 19. 

Lohengrin has tried in vain to check her. Suddenly she is re- 
called to reality by the sight of Friedrich and his four partisans, 
with drawn swords, breaking in through one of the doors at the 
back. With a wild cry to Lohengrin to save himself she hands him 
the scabbard that is resting against the couch. Swiftly drawing 
the sword he strikes Telramund dead; the others let fall their 
weapons in terror and kneel before him. To the tumult succeeds 
a fateful silence — which Wagner intensifies, as he was so often 
to do in his later works, by a throbbing pulse in the kettledrums 
—and a last melancholy suggestion of the motive of Ortrud’s 
machinations: 


Lohengrin eet one brief, poignant comment on it all — “Alas, 
now is our happiness for ever at an end”: 


To a sad reminiscence of No. 46 in clarinet (then oboe) and 
strings he bends down over Elsa, raises her gently, and places her 
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on the couch. “Oh God in heaven, have pity on me!” she moans. 
At asign from Lohengrin the four prostrate nobles rise; “Bear this 
body to the King’s judgment seat”, he commands them. When 
they have gone he strikes a bell: two of Elsa’s women enter, 
whom he bids take their mistress away and prepare her for her 
appearance before the King, to whom he will disclose who and 
what he is. Then, slowly and sadly, he himself leaves the stage, 
the orchestra giving out first the motive (the latter half of No. 19) 
that had accompanied his warning to Elsa at their first meeting, 
then the warning itself (the first part of No. 19), and finally the 
solemn Grail theme (No. 1). 
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The curtain having fallen, trumpet calls, sounding from the 
courtyard, prepare the way for the orchestral introduction to the fi- 
nal scene. When the curtain rises again we see once more the 
meadow on the banks of the Scheldt, as in the first act; it is dawn, 
broadening into full daylight as the action proceeds. To the ac- 
companiment of martial music, with recurrent trumpet fanfares, 
the Brabantine nobles and men-at-arms come on the scene from 
various directions and take up their positions by their respective 
banners.* When all are assembled the King enters with the Saxon 
levy, and after a fanfare he thanks them all for their welcome. He 
is about to lead them against the foreign foe; but where is he 
whom God had sent to be the guardian and the glory of Brabant? 
The assembly is startled by the entry of the four Brabantine 
nobles carrying a bier with a covered body on it. All look round 
fearfully and questioningly; the men, they say to each other, are 
Telramund’s liegemen, but whose is the corpse they bring? “We 
come”, say the four, “by order of the Protector of Brabant: who 
he is he himself will make known.” Then all eyes turn wonderingly 
to Elsa, who comes in slowly and falteringly with her ladies, the or- 
chestra giving out the motive of warning and its afterstrain (No. 
19), followed by the motive of Ortrud’s evil. The King goes to 
meet her and conducts her to a seat opposite the oak. Why is she 
so pale and sad? he asks her: is it for grief at parting? She cannot 
speak; she tries to raise her eyes to him but cannot. 

From the background come shouts of “Make way for the hero 

1 See supra, p. 117. 
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of Brabant”; and soon Lohengrin enters, fully accoutred as in the 
first act. The King and the others greet him warmly as their 
leader in the coming campaign; but to their dismay he declares 
that he cannot take the field with the heroes who have rallied to 
the banner at his summons. He comes among them now only as 
an accuser demanding justice. Uncovering Telramund’s body he 
says, “This man fell upon me in the night; say now, did I right in 
slaying him?” All absolve him. Then he accuses Elsa, “the woman 
God gave to me”, of having allowed herself to be betrayed by evil 
counsel into falsity to him. They all had heard her sacred promise 
never to ask his name: that promise she has broken. Now she shall 
learn what she desired to know, and that before them all. “Learn 
then”, he says, drawing himself up proudly, “whether I am as 
noble as any here.” 

To the accompaniment of the Grail music of the prelude to the 
opera he tells his story. Far away from here, in a land which they 
will never see, stands a castle, Monsalvat by name: 


No.53 


In fer-nem Land, un - nah-bar eu- ~ eS ehritien; 


liegt ei-ne Burg, die Mon-sal-vat ge-nannt; 


Within it is a shining temple, the like of which for splendour the 
earth cannot show; and within the temple is the holiest of treas- 
ures, a cup divinely blessed, brought down from heaven to earth 
by an angel host and given into the keeping of stainless men. 
Cnce in each year a dove descends from heaven to renew the 
mystic virtue residing in the cup. It is called the Grail; it preserves 
unsullied the knights who are dedicated to its service. Whomever 
it summons to that service it endows with supernatural might; evil 
is powerless before him. Some are called by it to go into distant 
lands to champion the cause of innocence in distress. Nought can 
prevail against a knight of the Grail so long as the secret of his 
origin remains unrevealed; but if it is disclosed to the profane 
world he must return whence he had come. He himself had been 
sent among them as an emissary of the Grail: the King of the 
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Grail is his father Parzival: “his knight am I, and Lohengrin my 
name’; at which last words the proud No. 11 rings out in the full 
orchestra. 
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The King, the women and the men muse upon the mystic story 
to the strain of the concluding portion of the prelude (No. 5). 
Elsa gives a cry of despair: Lohengrin takes her in his arms and 
tenderly, but in profoundest sorrow, reproaches her for having 
wrung his secret from him by her betrayal of his trust. She pleads 
desperately to be allowed to make reparation, but he assures her 
that it is in vain; he has no choice; he must leave her. The King 
and the others add their supplications to hers, imploring him at 
least to lead them into battle. But this also he has to refuse; if he, 
the servant of the Grail, should disobey the Grail, he would only 
bring disaster on them. He prophesies, however, success for the 
German cause: “no eastern hordes, now or in times to come, shall 
lord it over German lands”. 

Amid the excitement comes a cry from the men at the back — 
“The swan! the swan! see, it draws nigh again!” Elsa, waking from 
her swoon, stands up and sees, like the others, the swan at the 
bend of the river, drawing the empty boat. She gives a wild cry 
that agitates Lohengrin: too long, he says, as No. 17 hovers in the 
air, has he lingered: the Grail has sent for him. Watched in sus- 
pense by the others he goes up to the bank and bends mournfully 
over the swan. “My beloved swan”, he murmurs, “now for our last 
sad journey”: 


No.54 


Mein lie-ber Schwan! Ach,die-seletz-te  traur’- geFahrt, 


“How gladly would I have spared it thee! Within a year, thy term 
of service oer, the Grail would have freed thee, and I would see 
thee in another guise.” Then he turns with a cry of bitter regret to 
Elsa: had he spent but one year with her in happiness the Grail 
would have restored to her her brother Gottfried, whom she be- 
lieved to be dead. “Should he return, though I shall then be far 
away: 
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Kommt er dann heim, wenn ich ihmfern im _ Le = ben, 


give him this horn, this sword, this ring. The horn will bring him 
help in time of need, the sword victory in battle; as for the ring, 
let it remind him of one who saved thee from shame and woe.” He 
bids the fainting Elsa farewell: “wroth is the Grail with me that I 
have tarried so long”; and he goes quickly to the river bank, ac- 
companied by the lamentations of them all. 

Suddenly Ortrud emerges from the crowd and comes to the 
front with a cry of triumph: “Go home in all thy pride; and to thy 
foolish one I will tell who it is that draws thy boat. Well do I 
know the chain about his neck, the chain by which I had made 
him not child but swan: he is the heir of Brabant.” Then, turning 
exultantly to Elsa, “My thanks that you drove your hero hence. 
Now the swan takes him home again: had the knight bided here a 
little longer he would have freed your brother!” The men press 
round her with curses and threats, but she faces them undis- 
mayed: “See now how the gods avenge themselves on you for hav- 
ing turned away from them!” 

Lohengrin, who has heard all this, sinks on his knees in silent 
prayer while the Grail music pulsates in the air above him once 
more. The white dove of the Grail descends and hovers over the 
boat: perceiving it, Lohengrin springs up with a look of gratitude 
and loosens the chain, whereupon the swan sinks beneath the 
waves and in its place stands a beautiful youth — Gottfried — 
whom he lifts to the bank, crying, “Behold the Duke of Brabant; 
he shall be your leader!” To the accompaniment of the chivalrous 
No. 11 he springs into the boat, and the dove, seizing the chain, 
draws it down the river. Ortrud, at the sight of Gottfried, has 
fallen to the ground with a shriek. Gottfried, after making obei- 
sance to the King and receiving the acclamations and homage of 
the men of Brabant, runs joyously to Elsa. She looks despairingly 
at Lohengrin, who is now visible in a further part of the river, 
standing upright in the boat with drooping head, leaning on his 
shield; and with a cry of “My husband!” she sinks lifeless into 
Gottfried’s arms. As Lohengrin slowly disappears in the distance 
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the curtain falls, the last word of the opera being given, as the 
first had been, to the music of the mystic Grail. 
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Strange as it may seem to us today, Wagner was urged by sev- 
eral people to change the ending of his opera. Among the friends 
to whom he read his poem in 1845 was one Hermann Franck, who 
could not stomach the cruelty, as he thought it, of Elsa’s abandon- 
ment by Lohengrin. “Serious reflection”, Wagner tells us in My 
Life, “aroused in me later grave doubts — which had been ex- 
pressed to me in thoughtful and tactful fashion by Franck — with 
regard to the tragic element of the subject. Franck found the 
punishment of Elsa by Lohengrin’s departure rather offensive; he 
recognised that this highly poetic feature was a characteristic of 
the legend, but at the same time he doubted whether it met ade- 
quately the demands of tragic feeling in relation to dramatic ac- 
tuality. He would have preferred to see Lohengrin die before our 
eyes because of Elsa’s treachery-through-love. As this did not 
seem feasible, however, he would have liked to see him spell- 
bound by some powerful motive or other and so prevented from 
leaving her. Although of course I could not agree to all this, I 
went so far as to ask myself whether I could not avoid the cruel 
separation and yet retain the essential element of his departure. 
So I sought for a means by which Elsa could go away with Lohen- 
grin, paying some sort of penance that would mean her with- 
drawal also from the world.” Franck approved of this. Wagner, 
however, in his perplexity, spoke of his difficulty to Frau von 
Liittichau, the wife of the Intendant of the Dresden Opera, who 
told him bluntly that Franck must be devoid of any sense of 
poetry if he could not see that Wagner’s dénouement was the only 
right one for the work. 

Wagner had a somewhat similar experience five years later in 
connection with the journalist Adolf Stahr, who, after seeing a 
performance of the opera under Liszt in Weimar, raised much the 
same objection to the tragic ending. Wagner was for the moment 
quite shaken by this apparently widespread view of the matter; 
and as by that time he had rather lost touch with the characters 
and the milieu of Lohengrin he was weak enough to write to Stahr 
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that in the main he agreed with him. But after some days of men- 
tal misery his artistic sense steadied him again, and he sent a 
laconic message to Liszt, who had been incensed by Stahr’s ar- 
ticle: “You have the right understanding of Lohengrin, Stahr 
hasn’t. I withdraw my agreement with his judgment; I wrote in 
too much of a hurry.” 

His own considered view of the moral and dramatic problem of 
the ending was set forth in a long letter of May 1846 to Franck. 
Elsa’s peculiar offence, he points out, can be atoned for only by 
separation, not by chastisement of any kind or by death. “Elsa has 
forfeited Lohengrin: their remaining together is impossible, be- 
cause the pair have already been severed by her asking him the 
question.” Wagner had given a great deal of thought to the mat- 
ter from the moment of his first acquaintance with the legend, he 
tells Franck; and he had rejected every other dénouement as il- 
logical and impossible. To alter it now would mean a total re-cast- 
ing of the drama, leaving only the mere externalities of the story, 
the spiritual nucleus of it having gone. He sees it as a fundamental 
point that although a supernatural being and an earthly one may 
come into contact with each other it is impossible that their asso- 
ciation shall endure; for the lower nature is bound to act accord- 
ing to the law of its own being. 
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But though he cannot adopt Franck’s suggestion that the end- 
ing shall be changed he has decided, he says, to make Lohengrin’s 
share in the tragic outcome clearer to the spectator. How the 
knight originally becomes involved in the action he has already 
shown sufficiently in the first act, more especially in the music, 
which can convey so much that it is beyond the power of words 
to express — Lohengrin has come only to carry out the command 
of the Grail, but at the first sight of Elsa he is filled with love for 
her. Wagner can change nothing in the passage in the duet in the 
earlier part of the third act in which Lohengrin assures Elsa that 
her love will be for him compensation more than enough for the 
surrender of his heritage of the Grail; and once more he insists 
that his music at this point makes the import of the words doubly 
clear. But he is prepared to make an alteration later in the act, 
after Lohengrin has told the assembly the story of his home and 
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origin and the mission entrusted to him by the Grail. In his poem 
Wagner had made the knight turn to Elsa, after the “Narration”, 
in sad reproach: “O Elsa, what hast thou done to me? When first 
I saw thee my heart was filled with love for thee and with a sense 
of a new happiness. The noble power inherent in my origin I was 
prepared to surrender for love's sake. Why didst thou force my 
secret from me? Now, alas, I must part from thee.” He will now 
alter this, he says, after the first two or three lines, and will con- 
tinue thus: “At once I loved thee warmly, and felt my heart turn- 
ing away from the chaste service of the Grail. Now must I endure 
endless remorse and pay eternal penance for having longed for 
thee more than for God. For alas! I see now my transgression — 
that I thought a woman’s love could be of heavenly purity!” 

After that, Lohengrin is to tell Elsa, as in the poem, that there 
can be no changing of her punishment: they must separate, even 
though his grief is as profound as hers. Then the dialogue is to 
continue with some new lines: “Elsa: Woe is me! could punish- 
ment be harder? Parted from thee, nothing remains for me but 
death! Lohengrin: The knight of the Grail must live far removed 
from here; but thy husband, alas, succumbs to the necessity of 
parting.” 

In the end, however, Wagner decided that his original han- 
dling of the final scene was the only logical one, and virtually 
none of the alterations he had outlined in his letter to Franck 
were carried over into the poem, which agrees with the Prose 
Sketch in all essentials. 

But we have only to study the Sketch to realise how the neces- 
sity for compression for stage purposes forced him to omit or con- 
dense several features that are vital to our full understanding of 
the drama. As has been pointed out on an earlier page, he cut out 
in 1850 a large section, which he had actually set to music, from 
Lohengrin’s “Narration” in the third act, in which the knight had 
told in detail how the mission to go to the rescue of Elsa came to 
be laid on him by the Grail. From the stage point of view he was 
right in sacrificing all this: it would have made the “Narration” 
inconveniently long. But psychologically the excision was a mis- 
take, for the passage throws a needed light on Lohengrin, his ori- 
gin, his super-earthly nature and his mission, that is lacking in the 
opera as we now have it. 
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The same comment has to be made on the deletion of a passage 
in an earlier part of the “Narration” which begins thus in the 
Prose Sketch, after the point at which Lohengrin has told the 
assembly of the powers of the Grail: “Whoever is dedicated to its 
service must forswear the love of woman: to the King of the 
Templars alone is it permitted to take a pure wife, to the end that 
his exalted line shall be perpetuated unsullied.” An emissary of 
the Grail may descend to the common world of men to relieve 
oppression or rescue the innocent, but he must never disclose to 
profane eyes either his origin or the mystery of his supernatural 
powers. If these secrets should be wrung from him he must return 
at once to Monsalvat. Lohengrin’s dwelling among the Braban- 
tines would have brought untold blessings upon the land — on the 
sole condition that the Grail’s secret remained inviolate; and this 
fair prospect had been blasted by the feminine indiscretion of 
Elsa, who had brought about a fatal clash between the higher and 
the lower elements of the world. Reconciliation of the two is im- 
possible: so for all his love for Elsa he must abandon her and re- 
turn to the spiritual world from which he had come. 

The character of Lohengrin, we see, is a far more complex prob- 
lem than any singer of the part ever realises. It is not enough for 
him to be just a tenor; he must be a psychologist and a student of 
mediaeval poetry as well. And for the complete key to the charac- 
ter he and we must sometimes go, as so often happens to be the 
case, to Wagner's first extensive prose draft of the drama, which 
contains a number of vital pointers which stage exigencies com- 
pelled him to omit from his poem. 
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A SHEPHERD Tenor 

A STEERSMAN Baritone 
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1 


of that of Tristan and Isolde are lost in the mists of an- 

x tiquity. This or that element in it may possibly have its 

J roots in remote historical fact; others are no doubt con- 
nected with some primitive form of hero-worship or god-worship; 
others again are importations, at the first or the fifty-first remove, 
from romances of the Graeco-Roman past. The moving final mo- 
tive of the black sail and the white, for instance, is met with in 
Plutarch’s life of the legendary Theseus, and elsewhere in clas- 
sical literature; it appears that when the ship carrying the annual 
tribute of youths and maidens for the Cretan Minotaur set out 
from Attica “no one had any hope for safety”, says Plutarch, “so 
they used to send out the ship with a black sail, as if it were going 
to a certain doom. But now Theseus so far encouraged [his father] 
Aegeus, and boasted that he would overcome the Minotaur, that 


iA s is the case with many another great legend, the origins 


1 The Young Sailor sings, but does not appear in person. 
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he gave a second sail, a white one, to the steersman, and charged 
him on his return, if Theseus were safe, to hoist the white one, if 
not, the black one as a sign of mourning.” On the return of the 
victorious Theseus, however, “both he and the steersman in their 
delight forgot to hoist the sail which was to be the signal of their 
safety to Aegeus; and he in his despair flung himself down the 
cliffs and perished.” 

When we first meet with the Tristan story in literary form in 
the twelfth century it is already ancient; the poets and prose writ- 
ers who gave it shape at that time were working on the basis of a 
number of episodes that had long been popular in oral form. The 
perambulating jongleurs would find everywhere, in the relatively 
cultured baronial court and among the unsophisticated people, 
eager listeners to the ever-fascinating tale. Each of them would 
embroider it according to his fancy, inventing, on occasion, new 
adventures to kindle fresh interest in those who had heard it al- 
ready more than once; and the quality of these inventions would 
vary with the intellectual and moral constitution of the narrator 
and the level of culture and taste in his audience of the place and 
the moment. Even in the final literary forms in which the legend 
has come down to us the noble central motives are profusely en- 
crusted with adventures of a rather crude kind. 


2 


Scholars today mostly agree that the story originated in the 
Celtic regions of Wales or south-west England, whence it passed 
in time to Brittany. The French poets Crestien de Troyes, — 
whom we shall meet again in connection with the Parsifal legend 
— and La Chévre reduced it to writing, but no trace of their work 
has survived. The oldest extant French or Anglo-Norman versions 
of the tragic story of Tristan and Isolde are the poems of Béroul 
and Thomas; both belong to the twelfth century, the former be- 
ing slightly the older. Neither of them has come down to us com- 
plete. Towards the end of that century one Eilhart d’Oberge, a 
Saxon vassal of Henry the Lion, Duke of Brunswick, made a Ger- 
man version that agrees more with that of Béroul than with that 
of Thomas; the inference is that he and Béroul based themselves 


* A Persian origin has been claimed for it, but a consideration of this theory 
would take us too far afield. 
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on some common source. Early in the following century the Ger- 
man minnesinger Gottfried von Strassburg combined a little of 
the Eilhart with the main Thomas form; and it is from his version 
that Wagner mostly drew his material. Gottfried died before com- 
pleting his work, which was continued by two of his compatriots, 
Ulrich von Tiirheim (about 1240) and Heinrich von Freiberg 
(about 1300). By an odd coincidence, Gottfried’s unfinished nar- 
rative breaks off at virtually the exact spot at which the surviving 
fragments of Thomas’s poem begin. 

This latter was imitated in prose, in 1226, by a Norwegian 
writer, a monk of the name of Robert, at the behest of a king of 
Denmark, Haakon V, who was an ardent admirer of the French 
romances of chivalry. This manuscript, which figures in the treat- 
ment of the subject by modern scholars as “the Saga”, has fortu- 
nately survived intact and is accessible in print. Another valuable 
source for the reconstruction of the legend is a poem entitled Sir 
Tristrem, apparently dating from the early years of the fourteenth 
century, which was discovered in the library of the Faculty of 
Advocates in Edinburgh and published by Sir Walter Scott in 
1804. The only other source that need be mentioned here is a 
manuscript in the Bodleian Library, dating probably from the end 
of the twelfth century, of a poem dealing with The Mad Tristan 
—a series of episodes that play a large part in the story, but for 
which, of course, Wagner had no use. 


8 


A critical scrutiny and comparison of all the manuscript ver- 
sions now accessible to us led the great French scholar Joseph 
Bédier to the conclusion that at the root of all of them lay a lost 
poem by some man of genius who wrote in the early part of the 
twelfth century. Bédier’s argument is that the Tristan story, in the 
literary form it took about that time, is not, like certain other epic 
narratives, the result simply of the more or less fortuitous accre- 
tion of a number of independent “lays” treating of the adventures 
of a hero. Whereas in the case of legends that have grown to 
great size by the mere aggregation of particles it makes no great 
difference in which order the episodes are taken, the Tristan story 
follows a definite and coherent plan. The end is kept in view from 
the beginning; the nature and the order of the episodes are de- 
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signed for cumulative effect; the characters and their motives are 
throughout consistent with themselves and psychologically related 
to each other; in all the versions which we possess the incidents 
are largely the same and occur in the same order; and always 
there is the same over-riding sense of the lovers being in the grip 
of a fatality to which they were born and against which they and 
others strive in vain. Bédier draws the conclusion, therefore, that 
the many ancient versions now accessible to us, English, French, 
Italian, Russian or Northern, are sub-products of three main 
works — that of Thomas (about 1160-1170), that of Eilhart 
(about 1190-1200), and a French prose romance (about 1230). 
The Saga, the English Sir Tristrem and certain other forms derive 
from Thomas, and Gottfried from Thomas and Eilhart; while the 
only forms not stemming directly from the main three are that of 
Béroul (about 1180) and The Mad Tristan (about 1170). And the 
ultimate source of them all is presumed to be the lost poem of 
the unknown poet. 

Bédier conjecturally sets forth the main genealogical table thus: 


The Mad Tristan The Prose Romance 


Béroul _—_— Eiilhart 


x representing the archetypal work of the unknown prime-poet, 
and y some source or other, ultimately deriving, like the others, 
from x, which was used by Béroul and Eilhart. Manifestly all the 
episodic Tristan legends current in the early twelfth century were 
known to the prime-poet, who was perhaps an Anglo-Norman: 
presumably it was he who welded them into an organic whole 
some time before the middle of that century. But for him, Bédier 
opines, we should have no real “story of Tristan and Isolde” but 
only a number of loosely connected episodes. 

There is no necessity for the ordinary reader who is interested 
in the Tristan saga only as a background to Wagner's opera to em- 
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bark on the labour of working his painful way through all the 
mediaeval versions of it. His task has been simplified for him by 
Joseph Bédier, who, in his book Le Roman de Tristan et Iseut, has 
fused the essentials of all the versions into a single coherent story, 
told in a charming style that had become second nature to the 
great scholar through his long absorption in the literature of 
the Middle Ages. From this one volume the reader can get all the 
material he needs as a preliminary to the study of Wagner's hand- 
ling of the legend. The ancient story will be told here mostly 
along Bédier’s synthetic lines,? but the reader must bear in mind 
that the episodes and the names and places differ from each other 
in an infinity of small points in the various originals.’ 


2 


Marc, “King of Cornwall and of England”, being hard pressed 
by his enemies, is aided by Rivalen, King of Loonnois; and in rec- 
ompense for his services Marc bestows on him the hand of his 
sister Blanchefleur.? The time comes when Rivalen has to return 
to his own kingdom to defend it against the attacks of his enemy 


1 Jt is upon Bédier’s book that the Swiss composer Frank Martin has based 
his very attractive “oratorio profane” Le Vin Herbé. 

2 There is an excellent English prose version of Gottfried’s poem by Miss 
Jessie L. Weston — The Story of Tristan and Iseult, 8rd edn. 2 vols., 1907. 
Miss Weston omits a few passages of minor importance, and completes Gott- 
fried’s unfinished story from Heinrich von Freiberg and Ulrich von Tiir- 
heim. 

8 At the outset we have a typical example of how the versions differ from 
each other in minor details. In some of them Rivalen is lord of Ermenie or 
Parmenie. He comes to Marc’s court in the first place in pursuit of glory. He 
and Blanchefleur love each other in secret, and when she finds herself with 
child the fact has to be concealed from the King for fear of his resentment; 
“she conceived in distress the child whose story you are about to hear, who 
was fated to bring suffering and distress to all, man or woman, who should 
love him.” Rivalen returns to his own land to fight Duke Morgan, and 
Blanchefleur, unable to bear her grief alone and dreading shame, follows 
him there. Through all this multiplicity of variants in the sources, however, 
the main features and psychological motives remain the same; as regards 
the present matter, for example, Tristan, as his name imports, is in every 
version a child born to suffering and sorrow beyond those of other mortals. 
The Fates have marked him down as their victim from the beginning; even 
his parents have loved under a fateful compulsion, with death as their in- 
evitable portion. 
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Duke Morgan. He takes Blanchefleur, who is now with child, back 
with him to his castle of Kanoel, and going forth to the war leaves 
her in charge of his faithful marshal Rohalt. The news comes to 
Kanoel that Rivalen has been slain; after three days of grieving 
Blanchefleur gives birth to a son, on whom, because he has come 
into the world par tristesse, she confers the name of Tristan. To 
save the boy’s life after the capture of the castle Rohalt passes the 
infant off as his own, and after seven years commits him to the 
charge of a trusty squire named Gorvenal, under whose care he 
grows up to be a model of manly strength and grace and beauty, 
skilled not only in arms and hunting but in the seven arts and all 
other noble accomplishments. 

One day the boy is trapped by some Norwegian merchants on 
their ship and carried off over the seas; but a storm that arises 
they read as a sign of the displeasure of the gods, whom they 
placate by setting their captive adrift in a small boat, which 
carries him to Cornwall. He is taken to the court of King Mare, to 
whom he soon becomes dear for his comeliness and courtesy — 
though his cautious account of himself is that he is the son of a 
merchant in a land beyond the seas. (Some of the old romancers 
make it clear to us that Marc’s great love for him comes from ob- 
scure stirrings in the King’s heart towards the memory of his sis- 
ter Blanchefleur). But the time comes when Rohalt arrives in 
Cornwall, tells Marc that Tristan is his own nephew, and sum- 
mons the youth back to Loonnois to rid his land of the usurper. 
This he does; and then, out of the nobility of his heart and the 
love he bears his uncle, he delegates his lands to Rohalt and re- 
turns to Cornwall. 

He finds the kingdom in great grief, for a formidable Irish 
knight has come to claim the tribute due to the King of Ireland, — 
three hundred noble Cornish youths and three hundred maidens 
to be taken back with him to serfdom. The emissary is Morholt, 
whose sister, Queen Iseut, is the wife of the Irish King: he is a 
man of gigantic stature, invincible in battle. None of the Commish 
noblemen dares a trial at arms with him; the young Tristan alone 
accepts his challenge to single combat. In spite of the entreaties 
of Marc and the nobles he accompanies Morholt to a nearby is- 
land: there he slays the giant, whose body, with a fragment from 
Tristan’s sword embedded in the head, is taken back in mourning 
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by the men of Ireland; “and from that day Iseut the Fair” — the 
daughter of the Queen — “learned to hate the name of Tristan of 
Loonnois.” 

But Morholt’s sword had been dipped in poison, and a wound 
he had dealt Tristan was beyond the skill of healing of anyone in 
Cornwall. So dreadful was the odour that came from it that none 
could bear to be at his bedside but those who loved him most, 
King Marc, Gorvenal, and the faithful knight Dinas de Lidan. He 
longs for death, yet life and the light of the sun are still dear to 
his brave young heart; so at his urging they place him in a small 
boat, without oars or sail, and commit him to the hazard of the 
sea. After seven days and nights he is cast up on the shore of Ire- 
land. (In Gottfried, Morholt, before the last stage of the combat, 
tells Tristan that his wound is poisoned, and that no one can heal 
it but his sister Queen Iseut, who knows the virtue of every herb 
and the remedy for every ill. Morholt proposes peace between 
them: Cornwall shall pay the tribute, and he himself will conduct 
Tristan to Ireland, where the Queen will heal him. Tristan rejects 
the offer, the fight continues, and Morholt is slain). Those who 
have rescued him take him to Iseut the Fair: “she alone, skilled 
in philtres, can save him, but she, alone among women, desired 
the death of Tristan.” When, thanks to her magic arts, he recovers 
and realises the danger he is in if he is recognised, he saves him- 
self by a ruse: he is a minstrel, he tells her, who had been sailing 
for Spain, there to learn the lore of the stars; but pirates had 
boarded the ship, he had been wounded in the fight and had 
escaped in the tiny boat in which he had been found. All believed 
him, for not even the Irish warriors who had seen him in Cornwall 
could recognise him, so cruelly had the venom in his veins 
changed his appearance. After forty days, being almost wholly 
cured and restored to his former strength and comeliness, he flies 
in secret from Ireland, and after escaping many dangers at sea 
finds himself once more at the court of King Marc.’ 


1 In Gottfried’s poem Tristan goes of his own accord to Ireland to seek heal- 
ing of Iseut. He arrives at the port of Develin (Dublin), whence he is taken 
to the court. Knowing that, as the slayer of Morholt, he is taking his life in 
his hands, he tells Iseut that his name is Tantris. This was a touch that would 
delight the imagination of the Middle Ages, which always admired cunning 
in the outwitting of an enemy. To us, of course, it is charmingly naive; it is 
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There his enemies, in particular four “felon barons” who hate 
him for his favour with the King and do not desire to see him 
their ruler when Marc shall die, begin to plot his ruin. How has 
he been able to work wonders beyond the power of ordinary 
men? they ask. Only by enchantment could he have made his way 
to Ireland without sail or oars; and now he is once more casting 
his magic spell upon the King. So they urge Marc to marry some 
king’s daughter who will bear him an heir to his kingdom. Of 
himself he would never have yielded to them, so great was the 
love he had for his nephew. But the noble Tristan himself, scorn- 
ful of the suspicion that he had wormed his way into the heart of 
the King only for his own profit, swears to him that if he does not 
do as the barons desire he will leave Cornwall and never return. 
Wagner makes good psychological use of this motive in his sec- 
ond act. 

Thereupon the King, in deep distress of soul, looks about him 
for a way by which he may appear to yield to the importunities 
of the barons and yet find a way of escape. One day, as he is mus- 
ing sadly in his chamber, two swallows who are building their 
nest fly past, and from the beak of one of them there floats 
through the open window a long thread of golden hair, finer than 
any silk, that glistens in the sun. Marc bids the barons assemble, 
Tristan among them: he will do as they desire and marry, he tells 
them, but only the woman from whose head the golden hair has 
come. The barons are baffled: how to find this woman? who can 
say from what distant land the swallows may have flown? They 
suspect some crafty ruse on Tristan’s part to frustrate them. But 
he, having examined the golden thread, and knowing whence it 
could alone have come, turns to Marc with a smile: he himself, he 
says, will find the head from which it grew, even though it should 


very much as if a modern novelist were to ask us to believe that Mr. Winston 
Churchill managed to maintain himself for some weeks in the Cabinet coun- 
cils of the Nazi party by calling himself Chinston Wurchill. Still, there it is 
in the legend, and an important feature of it; and we have to accept it in 
the spirit in which it is offered. Wagner himself has to take over the Tristan- 
Tantris motive in order to account for certain episodes and their psychologi- 
cal results, 
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be more difficult to return alive from the lady’s land than it had 
been from the island whither he had gone to fight Morholt.? 

To Ireland, then, he goes, in the guise of a merchant, taking 
with him a hundred Cornish men of high degree, their rich ap- 
parel being concealed under the bridge of the vessel. Apparently 
he has not thought out any plan for the vicarious wooing of Iseut; 
but accident puts him in the right way. The ship anchors on the 
Trish coast, and for a while he and his companions pose as traders. 
Then, one morning, Tristan hears that a fearsome dragon is ter- 
rorising the countryside. He returns to his ship, arms himself, 
brings out his horse, and attacks the dragon, which he slays; its 
tongue he cuts out and places in his tunic. But the beast has poi- 
soned him with its noisome belchings, and, faint after the combat, 
he makes his way to a pool in the distance, where he falls un- 
conscious. 


6 


Now the King had promised the hand of his daughter Iseut to 
whoever should rid him of the dragon; and his seneschal, though 
an arrant coward, has gone out that day as usual to see if fortune 
will somehow favour him, for he desires Iseut. Finding the body 
of the dragon, and near it a dead horse and a shattered shield, he 
concludes that the slayer of the monster has himself been slain; so 
he cuts off the dragon’s head, bears it to the King, and claims the 
promised guerdon. The King summons his vassals to meet him in 


1 In Gottfried and Sir Tristrem it is the nobles who choose the Irish Iseut as 
bride for Marc, whereupon Tristan, who alone knows her and the King her 
father, and has already sung her praises to Marc, volunteers to fetch her. 
Both Gottfried and the author of Sir Tristrem mention the story of the swal- 
low, but Gottfried gravely argues that it is improbable that any swallow 
would have taken the trouble to go all the way from Cornwall to Ireland for 
material for its nest and return with a single hair. How could it know, asks 
the implacably logical German poet, that it would find this hair in Ireland, 
and, if so, on whose head? Why should it make that long journey over the 
sea when there would be no lack of building material in its own neighbour- 
hood? Gottfried comes to the stern conclusion that those who tell this tale 
of the golden hair are romancing. Bédier and others think it likely that 
Thomas, in the lost portion of his poem, had similarly argued against the 
truth of the episode. To us, however, it is too charming to be rejected on 
strictly ornithological grounds, That mediaeval swallow evidently had an 
eye for romance. 
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three days, when the seneschal will be required to make good his 
claim before them all. Iseut, learning that she is to be given to the 
despised dastard, laments her evil fate; but suspecting some im- 
posture on his part she goes in secret with her maid Brangaene 
and her squire Perinis to the dragon’s haunt, where they find the 
headless body and a horse; the latter, Iseut observes, is not har- 
nessed or shod in the Irish fashion. They light upon the uncon- 
scious Tristan, whom they carry back and conceal in the women’s 
quarters of the castle. 

As Iseut is removing his armour she discovers the dragon’s 
tongue. She revives him by virtue of a herb, tells him of the 
treachery of the seneschal, and asks if he will expose the deceit 
two days later in combat. He consents. The next day she prepares 
a bath for him and anoints his body with a potent balm of which 
her mother alone knows the secret. She finds him comely, and 
hopes his prowess will match his beauty. Recovering his strength, 
Tristan opens his eyes, looks at her, and smiles. The reason for 
this she does not understand. Has she somehow failed in duty to 
her guest? Has she omitted to cleanse his armour, tarnished by 
the venom of the dragon? She goes to where his sword and hal- 
bert are being kept, and finds them goodly. But when she draws 
the sword from its sheath she sees a gap in it that reminds her of 
the splinter taken from Morholt’s head. A doubt assails her. She 
examines the fragment and lays it on the sword: the two fit per- 
fectly. Then she returns in fury to Tristan: “You are the murderer 
of Morholt”, she cries; “now die in your turn”; and she raises the 
sword to strike him. Tristan knows he is helpless; only his wits can 
save him now. She has not only the power but the right to take his 
life, he tells her, for twice he has owed it to her. He was the “min- 
strel” she had healed in days gone by, after he had slain Morholt 
in fair fight. It was for her that he had fought the dragon. Let her 
kill him, then, if that will bring her praise and glory, and in the 
arms of the seneschal she can think of the wounded guest who 
had twice risked his life for the conquest of her, and whom she 
had killed defenceless in his bath. Then he tells her of the swal- 
lows and the golden hair left at Tintagel. It was for her he had 
come a second time to Ireland; and he shows her the hair inter- 
woven with the gold embroidery of his tunic, and still lustrous 
while that had faded. She looks at the sword and the tunic, and 
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for a long time she is silent: then she kisses him on the lips in 
token of peace between them. 

When the vassals assemble, Tristan appears with his hundred 
men in their richest apparel. Iseut addresses her father. The sen- 
eschal had sworn falsely, she tells him; here is a knight ready to 
prove in combat that it was he who delivered the land from the 
scourge: will the King promise to forgive him any ancient wrong 
he may have done them and grant him mercy and peace? Her 
father pledges his word. She brings Tristan forward, and at once 
the Irish knights recognise the slayer of Morholt and clamour for 
his death. But Iseut reminds her father of his promise; and he 
kisses Tristan on the mouth in pledge that there is peace between 
them. Tristan produces the dragon’s tongue and defies the senes- 
chal to combat, who dares not accept the challenge. Then Tristan 
tells the King that twice he has conquered Iseut, once through 
Morholt, and now through the dragon, and so has the right to 
take her with him over the sea. But in order that the Irish and the 
Cornish lands may henceforth live not in hatred but in amity she 
will be given as wife to King Marc. The hundred Cornish squires 
vow to serve her in all fealty as their queen. But Iseut is over- 
whelmed with shame and anguish. This splendid Tristan, having 
conquered her, now disdains her; perhaps his story of the golden 
hair was only a falsehood; and now he is delivering her over to 
another man. But the King, faithful to his oath, places her right 
hand in that of Tristan, who grasps it as pledge that he takes pos- 
session of her in the name of the King his uncle. 


7 


When Iseut leaves Ireland the Queen her mother gives the 
maid Brangaene a potent philtre she has brewed by her magic art. 
None but Brangaene is to know of it, she tells her; on the nuptial 
night she is to pour it secretly into the cup that will be drained 
by Marc and his bride. Its virtue is that those who have drunk it 
will love each other henceforth with all their soul and all their 
senses, in life and in death. 

On the ship Iseut never ceases to brood upon her cruel destiny; 
and when Tristan approaches her with courteous and respectful 
speech she repulses him angrily, her heart being full of resent- 
ment against him. She hates him for that he had killed Morholt, 
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that he had torn her from home and kindred by stratagem, and 
above all because he had not claimed her for himself but is carry- 
ing her to a strange country to be given to another. Then one day, 
when the ship lies becalmed in the torturing heat, the pair call for 
something to slake their thirst. A little serving-maid finds the 
flask which the Queen had given to Brangaene, and they drink 
the philtre in the belief that it is wine. “But it is not wine; it is pas- 
sion, it is bitter joy, and anguish without end, and death for the 
twain.” A strange new emotion courses through their veins. Tris- 
tan reproaches himself for unwilled treason to the good King his 
uncle: he had been free of the taint of desiring his kingdom, yet 
now he loves the King’s bride. Iseut, for her part, had willed 
hatred to Tristan but can only love him now. They sail on in tor- 
ment of soul, trying to avoid each other, wretched when apart, 
more wretched still when they meet, trembling at the sight of the 
abyss of suffering and danger that has opened before their eyes. 
And all the while Brangaene, who alone knows what and how the 
Fates have wrought, watches them in terror. They try to under- 
stand and justify themselves and each other; till at last, on the 
third day, their lips meet. Not until then does Brangaene disclose 
that they have drunk the draught of love and death. “Then let 
death come!” cries Tristan; and the lovers become one in soul and 
in flesh to the end of time. 

Our central concern being not the legend in itself but the use 
made of it by Wagner, we need not set forth in detail the long 
story of the devices to which the lovers, after their arrival in 
Cornwall, are compelled to resort to gratify their passion in secret. 
Many of these devices are very naive, in the mediaeval fashion; 
others are crude, and some, to modern taste, rather repellent. We 
can pass on to the tragic end of the story. 

The day comes when Tristan, surrounded by spies and enemies 
and in danger of his life, has to fly to Brittany. For two years he 
has no news of Iseut: he believes she has forgotten him, and his 
weary heart fails him. He aids Duke Hoél and his son Kaherdin in 
their wars, and Hoél, in gratitude, offers him his beautiful daugh- 
ter Iseut of the White Hands in marriage. “Sire, I will take her”, 
he says; “and for that word he was to die”. He weds her; but as his 
servants are disrobing him there falls from the sleeve of his tunic 
a ring of green jasper that had been the other Iseut’s gift to him; 
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and he sees that once more, unwittingly, he has been for a while 
false to troth. Iseut of the White Hands remains his wife only in 
name. In time, tormented by his memories, he goes back once 
more to the court of King Marc, where, to be near his only love, 
he disguises and degrades himself and passes himself off as a fool 
(in the double mediaeval sense of the word ).1 In the end Iseut rec- 
ognises him; and when dangers accumulate and he has to return 
to France she swears that she will follow him when he shall call 
to her. 

The legend now repeats itself to some extent, suggesting that 
two primitive versions of it had at some time or other become 
fused into one. Yet again Tristan is dealt an incurable wound by 
a poisoned weapon. Knowing that he is dying, and unable to go 
to Iseut, he sends Kaherdin to Cornwall to beg her to come to 
him. Iseut of the White Hands, concealed behind a partition, 
overhears their talk; hatred of a rival springs up in her soul, and 
she plans revenge on the lovers. Iseut the Fair obeys Tristan’s 
call. It has been arranged between him and Kaherdin that if he 
is bringing her back he shall hoist a white sail, if not, a black one. 
The sick man, unable to stir from his couch, sends Iseut of the 
White Hands to keep watch for the coming of the ship. At last, 
she tells him, it is in sight of the shore, making for land — under 
a black sail. Then Tristan turns his face to the wall; he murmurs 
three times the name of Iseut, and dies. When Iseut the Fair at 
last finds her way to him she kisses his lips and takes him in her 
arms, and mouth to mouth, body to body, soul to soul, she joins 
him in death. 

When Marc hears of the pitiful end of the lovers he sails to Brit- 
tany, has the tombs opened, and carries the two dear bodies back 
with him to Tintagel. There he buries them, Tristan on this side 
of the chapel, Iseut on that. But when night fell there sprang from 
the grave of Tristan a briar that flung its branches across the roof 
of the chapel and sank them into the tomb of Iseut.? Three times 


1 This phase of the legend, for which, of course, Wagner had no use, has 
been treated in dramatic form by Ernst Hardt in his Tristan der Narr. (8rd 
edition 1908). 

2 There are several mediaeval variants of this miracle. The story as told 
above is the one found in a printed edition of the French prose romance 
(1514), though not in the surviving manuscripts. 
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the men of the country cut it down, and three times it grew 
afresh; then Marc forbade that a hand should ever be laid on it 
again. 


8 


Certain modern writers, afflicted by Providence with more prim 
piety than poetic imagination, have turned a coldly censorious 
eye on the legend of Tristan and Isolde, especially on some of the 
episodes in the middle part of it. “It will not be worth our while’, 
says one of them, “to follow the details of the rest of the story, 
which is made up of a series of shameless tricks played by the 
lovers upon King Marke, whereby they are enabled to enjoy their 
love together in secret . . . From the time when Isot and her in- 
triguing mother enter on the scene the story is as dull as it is im- 
moral. What sane-minded person can possibly take an interest in 
a succession of childish tricks played by two lovesick boobies 
upon a half-witted old man?”* This is the type of mind that 
would ask, after reading Othello, what sane-minded person could 
possibly take an interest in a coloured soldier of violent temper 
who is such a booby as to conceive a murderous hatred of his wife 
because she had lost a handkerchief that had belonged to his 
mother, or in a story like the mediaeval one of Parsifal, where an 
infinity of suffering comes upon many people because an un- 
tutored boy refrains from asking the simple question, “Uncle, 
what ails thee?” ? 

This sort of moral indignation misses the target badly in a mat- 
ter of art. It is quite true that we of today do not react to some of 
the incidents in the Tristan legend as the Middle Ages did. That 
epoch had its own standards of human excellence, and, living as 
it did surrounded by dangers, it dwelt with gusto on the ruses by 


1 Whatever modern re-telling of the legend the reader may elect to read, it 
should not be that of Tennyson in the Idylls of the King (“The Last Tourna- 
ment”). The poet went to the worst sources for his material; and Miss 
Weston is right in saying “it is incomparably the worst version of the story 
ever given to the world —a gross libel alike on the lovers and on King Mark. 
For Tennyson’s own sake it should be excluded from any future edition of 
his works: it is little to his credit, either as man or as poet, that in the most 
famous love-tale of all time he could see nothing but the lowest and most 
sordid of intrigues.” 

2 On this point see the chapter on Parsifal. 
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‘ which a favourite hero outwitted his enemies. As Emest Muret, 
the editor of the Béroul fragment, has put it, the story is “one of 
‘adventure’, glorifying the two qualities most prized in the Celtic 
world in which it originated — physical prowess and agility of 
mind.” A society so largely given over to violence and treachery 
found a healthy human delight in dwelling on the satisfaction of 
revenge, and a sort of professional admiration of ingenuity in the 
art of saving one’s life by trickery. Every face in the audience 
must have been wreathed in approving smiles as the jongleur told 
how cunningly the hunted lovers defeated justice when Iseut was 
summoned to prove her innocence by undergoing the ordeal of 
the red-hot iron. Without considerable craft she could hardly have 
come through that test successfully. But her woman’s wit was 
equal to the occasion. She sends secret word to Tristan, who is in 
hiding near by, telling him to disguise himself as a poor pilgrim 
and wait on the further bank of the river beside which the trial is 
to take place. When the boat has crossed the stream she protests 
that she cannot land without soiling her robe in the mud. There- 
upon the knights call on the shabby pilgrim, who, unlike them, 
has nothing on him to spoil, to carry the Queen over to the dry 
land in his arms. He does so. Then Iseut goes with great dignity 
to the brazier to make her declaration of innocence, raises her 
right arm towards the relics of the saints, and swears by all that 
is sacred that never has any man born of woman taken her in his 
arms except the King and this poor pilgrim. She plunges her bare 
arm into the brazier, takes hold of the iron bar, walks nine steps 
with it, throws it down, and crosses her arms on her breast with 
the palms upward. All see that her lovely flesh is unscathed. 
Therefore she has spoken nothing but the truth; and there goes 
up from them all a great cry of praise and thankfulness to God. 
The modern reader may wonder why offended Heaven did not 
expose and punish the fraud. Even Gottfried was well aware of 
this little moral difficulty, and he indulges in some ironical reflec- 
tions about Providence allowing itself to be outwitted sometimes 
by the wicked. But the people who originally inserted the story of 
the ordeal into the Tristan story — it appears, by the way, in vari- 
ous forms in various settings in more than one country — evidently 
had no qualms about the matter. ‘They and their listeners, as Miss 
Weston and other scholars have pointed out, “really regarded 
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Tristan and Iseult as irresponsible victims of Fate, and evidently 
saw no incongruity in their appeals to heaven to demonstrate 
their innocence.” 


9 


The portrait of Tristan would not have been complete accord- 
ing to mediaeval notions had it not shown him as the superior of 
his enemies not only in valour but in cunning. Thus Gottfried de- 
scribes with evident satisfaction the hero’s reception by the ad- 
miring court when he returns to Cornwall, sound again and safe, 
after his first audacious visit to Ireland: all laughed heartily when 
he told how he had gone alone and unarmed into the enemy’s 
country and been healed by the Queen and the daughter of the 
King: “all agreed that never in their lives had they heard anything 
so wonderful”. 

But in the first place the majority of these episodes, in which 
cunning matches itself against cunning, guile against guile, and 
the hero and heroine of the tale are of course the most prolific in 
resource of them all, are merely patches upon the essentially grave 
and noble fabric of the Tristan story: they probably date from an 
earlier and half-barbaric period, and had to be retained by the 
literary romancers of a later day because many of their readers or 
listeners already knew them and expected them. In the second 
place, some of the episodes have, for all their naiveté, a curious 
pathos and beauty of their own. An outstanding example is the 
tale of how Tristan and Iseut, compelled to flee from the court 
and live a hunted life in a forest, are discovered by a spy who be- 
trays them to the King. Marc, with vengeance in his heart, comes 
by night and finds them sleeping in a grotto. He sends the spy 
away and draws his sword; they are at his mercy. But he see that 
while their lips are touching, between their bodies lies a naked 
sword. A great pity and love for them both, for his beautiful 
adored Queen and for the nephew who is the dearest of all men to 
him, take possession of his heart. He will spare them, but he will 
let them know that he had tracked them down and their lives had 
been in his hand. He leaves his glove where it will shield the 
lovely face of Iseut from the unkind light. He takes from her hand 
an emerald ring he had given her: once it had needed forcing 
upon her finger to make it fit; now it slips from it, so wasted is she 
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with privation and suffering. In its place he leaves his own royal 
ring, and with it his sword; that of Tristan he takes away with 
him. When the lovers awake they realise how near they had been 
to death, and the greatness of soul and profundity of love of the 
man who had spared them. There are few incidents in the whole 
of mediaeval romance more beautiful. 

It stands to reason that the legend would never have captured 
the imagination of the later Middle Ages as it did had it been the 
mere tale of a couple of lovesick boobies imposing on a half- 
witted old man. No story was so widely diffused over cultured 
Europe or evoked so great an imaginative response in the finest 
minds of the day. Dante, though the stern moralist in him would 
hardly have approved of the pair, as poet could not resist their 
appeal. In the fifth canto of the Inferno they figure among other 
great lovers of the fabled past pointed out to him by his guide 
Vergil: 


“L’altra é colei che s'ancise amorosa, 
e ruppe fede al cener di Sicheo; 
pot é Cleopatras lussuriosa. 

Elena vedi, per cui tanto reo 
tempo si volse, e vedi il grande Achille, 
che con amore al fine combattéo. 

Vedi Paris, Tristano”: e piu di mille 
ombre mostrommi e nominommi a dito, 
ch’amor di nostra vita dipartille. 


(“‘The next is she [Dido] who slew herself for love and broke 
faith with the ashes of Sychaeus; then wanton Cleopatra. See 
Helen, for whose sake so many cruel years revolved; and see the 
great Achilles, who fought at last with love; see Paris, Tristan’: 
and he showed me more than a thousand shades, naming them as 
he pointed to them, who were parted from our life by love.” ) The 
mind of the epoch spent itself affectionately in one medium after 
another upon this or that episode of the Tristan and Isolde legend, 
in detached poems, in tapestries, in illuminated manuscripts, in 
ivories. The mediaeval musicians put some of their best songs into 
the mouths of the hapless lovers, for Tristan, according to tradi- 
tion, was a great minstrel, and Iseut too poured out her heart in 
song. Gottfried speaks of “many lovely melodies” concerning 
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them “that were known far and wide” in his time. He speaks with 
particular feeling of one noble lay composed by Tristan which, he 
says, is loved in every land and will not be forgotten as long as the 
world endures. This song, unfortunately, has been lost; but others 
have survived, and the words and music of one of them — the “lai 
de plor” (the song of tears) which, according to the legend, was 
sung by the wounded Tristan in the little boat that carried him 
the first time to Ireland — may be found in some of the modern 
books on the subject. 


10 


Some of the nineteenth century opponents of Wagner foamed 
at the mouth over the “glorification of adultery” in this opera of 
his. Had they read his poem with any understanding they would 
have realised that the Tristan story, as he tells it, is the most tragi- 
cally ascetic of tales. But even for the Middle Ages the essential 
things were not the episodes, the ruses by which the lovers were 
enabled to gratify their secret passion, but the beauty and pitiful- 
ness of their love. The legend became as popular as it did not be- 
cause of the piquancy of some of its details but because, in its 
fundamentals, it had all the qualities that go to make one of those 
great sagas into which each following age can read itself afresh. 
There have not been many of them in modern times; they can be 
counted on the fingers of one hand — the Nibelungenlied, Tristan 
and Isolde, Faust, the Cid, Don Juan. In all these the characters 
and events have the quality of rising from the particular into the 
universal. They are at once personal and symbolic. Faust is not 
merely a scholar who strives after knowledge and power: he is the 
symbol of all striving after those illusions. Don Juan is not merely 
a licentious young Spanish nobleman: he is the life force for ever 
condemned to the vain quest of seeking to accomplish itself in the 
satisfaction of the senses. And Tristan and Isolde were already in 
mediaeval times not simply a chance pair of lovers but the symbol 
and the essence of a love so overpowering that it is impossible for 
the human victims of it to achieve their heart’s desire except in 
death. 

From the very beginning the threads of Tristan’s life are spun 
for him with slow inexorable intent by the Fates. He is born of 
sorrow and for sorrow, as the musician Wagner so finely conveys 
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to us in his third act, where the fevered man’s memory runs back 
to the last time he had heard the mournful strain now piped by 
the Herdsman — it had filled Kareol with its lament when his 
father, and again his mother, had perished in the flower of their 
youth and beauty. It is Fate that in devious ways draws Tristan 
twice to Ireland and Isolde, Fate that weaves the threads that 
gradually intertwine Isolde’s life with Marke’s. And even for the 
Middle Ages the love-philtre that is the explosive core of the 
story, the point towards which everything that has happened be- 
fore inevitably tends and from which everything that happens 
later inevitably flows, was not solely and simply a magic brew, 
working by physical means, but a symbol, the instrument through 
which Love has its imperious way with men and women. Gottfried 
achieves a finer touch than his French predecessors by not speak- 
ing of love in the abstract but incarnating it in Frau Minne, the 
old Teutonic goddess of Love: it is always Frau Minne who is 
working her irresistible will upon these two fated human vessels. 

The sympathies of the old’romancers are all with Tristan and 
Isolde even as against the good King Marke. Tristan, for them, is 
in his inmost self always the flower of truth and loyalty and 
honour; it is precisely because of these great qualities in him that 
he unwittingly forges the first link in the chain of his own destruc- 
tion — his altrustic bringing of Isolde to Cornwall to be the bride 
of King Marke, so that he may free himself of the suspicion of any 
taint of self-interest in his love for and gratitude to the King his 
uncle. (Wagner makes great use of this psychological motive in 
his second act). And the final testimony of the Middle Ages to its 
belief in the essential innocence of Tristan and Isolde is the end- 
ing of the story, with that exquisite symbolic figure of a tree 
springing from the grave of each of them and twining its branches 
with those of the other. This, as Wolfgang Golther points out, was 
the poetic mediaeval way of indicating that physical love had 
been purified into the spiritual by death. The “flower-symbol”, he 
says, “in the sense it carries in the legend, means that before 
God’s throne Tristan and Isolde are absolved of all guilt . . . An 
earnest, pessimistic spirit breathes through the story from first to 
last; whoever turns away from it on moral grounds has simply 
misconceived its profoundest being and its true worth, which con- 
sist in this — that behind all the glitter of the incidents there lies 
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a conception of the utmost gravity . . . Not every one of the 
poets was conscious of it, of course; but the really great masters, 
and Gottfried most of all, has at least an intuition of it.” 

Wagner penetrated as no other modern poet or dramatist has 
done to this spiritual core of the saga, and thanks largely to the 
unique expressive power of music he has been able to raise the 
lovers from the plane of the individual to the higher sphere of 
the symbolic. His poem is not a mere re-telling of the ancient story 
of Tristan and Isolde but in several respects a radical re-creation 
of it. 


11 


He had made the acquaintance of the legend in the course of 
his study of mediaeval literature in his Dresden period, and we 
may be sure that it had often been in his mind since then. He had 
read Gottfried in the modern German rendering of Kurtz, a sec- 
ond edition of which was published in 1847. Kurtz had made an 
ending of his own for the unfinished original, and, in a passage 
that no doubt struck light and fire into Wagner’s imagination, had 
said that the story contained all the materials for a tremendous 
tragic drama. Wagner was also acquainted with certain by-prod- 
ucts of the legend that had been discussed by F. H. von der 
Hagen in the fourth volume of his Minnesinger, a mine of infor- 
mation about the German poems of the 12th, 18th and 14th cen- 
turies (1838). We first hear of the story taking definite shape 
within him as an opera in a letter of his of December 1854 to 
Liszt, at the time when he was engaged on the music of the sec- 
ond act of the Valkyrie. He hopes, he says, to finish the Ring by 
1856 and produce it in 1858. But, he continues, “since never in 
my whole life have I tasted the real happiness of love I mean to 
raise a monument to that most beautiful of dreams, in which, 
from beginning to end, this love shall really sate itself to the full 
for once. I have in my mind a plan for a Tristan and Isolde, the 
simplest but most full-blooded musical conception; in the ‘black 
flag’ that waves at the finish I shall then enshroud myself — to 
die.” From this it would appear that his intention at that time was 
to introduce the second Iseut — Iseut of the White Hands — and 
the dramatic culminating motive of the white flag and the black. 
As the reader knows, he dispenses with these addenda in his 
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poem, though, it is true, he makes his Tristan, during his delirium 
in the third act, see in imagination Isolde’s ship approaching with 
“the flag at the mast” — as it stands a somewhat irrelevant touch, 
the significance of which comes home only to the listener who is 
acquainted with the episode of the second Iseut and the two flags 
from other sources than the libretto. But it was not only in this 
respect that the final conception of Tristan and Isolde was to dif- 
fer from that outlined in the letter to Liszt. 

The lovers of romantic biographic fiction will have it that Wag- 
ner wrote Tristan and Isolde because he was in love with Frau 
Wesendonk. That he loved the fair Mathilde during those Ziirich 
years is beyond question, also that there was a close emotional 
association in his mind between her and the opera all the time 
he was writing it. But to suppose that Mathilde “inspired” Tristan 
is to take a very unsophisticated view of the nature and the work- 
ings of the artistic imagination. The mind of a great creator is 
a much more complex piece of machinery than this would sug- 
gest; and in Wagner's case there were other and even more potent 
forces at work within him than the golden hair of the pretty 
young lady in the luxurious house on the Green Hill at Enge. He 
was in a highly febrile state all through those years. The fact that 
he was intensely unhappy cannot be regarded as a prime deter- 
mining factor in the conception and execution of Tristan, for the 
side of the artist that has daily commerce with the outer world 
and the side that is concentrated inwards have often the mini- 
mum of connection with each other. Wagner was equally un- 
happy, if not, indeed, more so, during most of the time when he 
was writing The Mastersingers, which is the sunniest of all his 
works. To suppose that a great artist is optimistic or pessimistic 
in his creative work according to whether things are going well or 
ill with him in actual life at the moment is to assume, to borrow a 
phrase of John Stuart Mill’s, that because there is pepper in the 
soup there is pepper in the cook. 

What was really happening in the depths of Wagner during the 
middle 1850’s was that an enormous volume of music, of a type 
which the world had not yet known, was pressing imperiously for 
another outlet than the heroic Ring, upon the composition of 
1 He had originally intended to bring in Parsifal in the third act. On this 
point see infra, pages 662/38. 
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which he was engaged at that time. It was a common experience 
with him to find that the very intensity of his concentration on 
one subject called up from the deeps another that had long been 
slumbering in his subconscious. In the present instance the whirl- 
ing nebula of incandescent dust from which the Ring music was 
being generated spontaneously threw off, at a given place and 
time, without much conscious volition on his part, a mental and 
musical world entirely different from the other. He himself saw 
clearly enough, in later years, what had happened within him 
about 1854. He would have smiled then at the theory that Tristan 
had been “inspired” by Frau Wesendonk, whom, it is instructive 
to note, he no longer saw through quite the same eyes of idealis- 
ing romance when the score of the work was off his hands and the 
volcano that had been raging within him had died down. When 
he came to write his memoirs he was able to see more clearly the 
hidden inner processes that had brought forth Tristan. As usually 
happened with him when his musical faculty was working at high 
pressure, he says, there had come over him in 1854 an urge to ex- 
press himself in poetry. It is a fundamental misconception of him 
to suppose that his practice was that of the ordinary opera com- 
poser — first of all to decide upon a “subject”, make a three-act 
“libretto” of it, and then sit down and invent music to fit the 
words and follow the action. The process with him was, in some 
essentials, the reverse of this; a more or less indefinite and mainly 
musical complex within him kept calling on him to give it poetic 
and dramatic actuality, for which words and a stage action would 
be necessary.* His melancholy broodings in the 1850’s upon the 
innate tragedy of the cosmos had been both clarified and intensi- 
fied by his reading of Schopenhauer at that time. The result of it 
all, as he himself tells us, was that the attempt to find “an ecstatic 
expression of the profoundest elements” in this philosophy “gen- 
erated in me the conception of a Tristan and Isolde.” 


1 “T can conceive a subject”, he once wrote to a friend, “only when it comes 
to me in such a form that I myself cannot distinguish between the contribu- 
tion of the poet and that of the musician in me; and its completion in word 
and tone is simply the ultimate realisation of something that had originally 
presented itself to me only in vague outlines. This is the foundation of all 
my productive, and more particularly my musical-productive, power.” 
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He talked the matter over with his young Ziirich companion 
Karl Ritter, who, it appeared, had also become interested in the 
Tristan theme. Ritter showed him his own plan for a drama on the 
subject. The experienced eye of the musical dramatist saw at a 
glance that the young man had gone entirely the wrong way 
about it. Evidently he had lost himself in the picturesque details 
and the conventional “love interest” of the tale, whereas what was 
needed was a concentration on the eternal and tragic core of it, 
with the employment of no more incident than would be neces- 
sary to show this core in conflict with the world of material reality. 
So after thinking it all out on one of his walks Wagner drew up a 
scenario of his own in three acts. 

Whether that sketch has survived among his papers we do not 
know; it is possible that he destroyed it when, in 1857, he took up 
the operatic plan again in good earnest. During those three years 
a great deal had happened to him, internally and externally. Con- 
tinual brooding upon philosophical problems and eager readings 
of Schopenhauer and of Buddhist literature had deepened his 
feeling that the outer world is a tragic illusion. He had last ap- 
peared before the public as a composer with Tannhduser in 1845 
and Lohengrin in 1850. Since then he had written the Rhinegold, 
the Valkyrie, and the greater part of Siegfried, works in which he 
had developed opera to a point hitherto undreamed of. Of all this 
astounding creative work the public as yet knew nothing. The 
completion of the colossal Ring seemed at the moment to lie in a 
distant future; and when the scores of the tetralogy were finished 
there would still be before him the terrifying task of staging the 
huge work. Meanwhile the problem of merely existing was be- 
coming more and more difficult. So on the mundane side of him 
he came round to the view of his friends that he ought to write 
something more practicable, under existing conditions, than the 
Ring, something for which he could hope for immediate payment 
from the German theatres. He deluded himself with the belief that 
his Tristan would be such a work, for it would call for only five 
principal singers and a couple of subsidiary characters, virtually 
no chorus, and the minimum of staging. Little did he dream at 
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that time that his Tristan was to turn out to be the most difficult 
work in any dramatic genre which the world had yet seen. 

But perhaps more potent than any of these influences was the 
fact that although his mind was alive with music, a large part of 
it was unconsciously seeking an outlet which the Ring could not 
supply. He had been continuously engaged on the poems and the 
music of the latter since 1848, and no doubt he was beginning to 
feel a little weary of the company of his more-than-life-size Ger- 
manic gods and heroes. In the summer of 1856 we find him telling 
Liszt that at the moment he would rather write poetry than music, 
and that he had “two marvellous subjects” which he must work 
out. One of them was the Tristan of which he had already spoken; 
the other was an Indian theme. This latter work, the title of which 
was to be The Victors, haunted his imagination for another 
twenty years or so but never came to fruition, partly because 
much of the emotional and metaphysical impulse that would have 
gone to the making of it had been expended on Tristan, partly be- 
cause, in the late 1870’s, he found that a good deal of what he 
would have to say in connection with it was finding its natural 
expression in Parsifal. 

In the primitive Teutonic world of the Ring he was probably 
becoming, from sheer repletion, less interested each month. A 
crisis was reached in June 1857. On the 28th of that month he 
wrote to Liszt that he had “torn Siegfried from his heart and 
buried it alive under lock and key”: “there will I keep it; no one 
shall see anything of it, for it will be sealed up even from myself.” 
“I have led my young Siegfried into the beautiful forest solitude 
again; there I have left him under a linden tree, and, with tears 
from the depth of my heart, said farewell to him: he is better 
there than anywhere else.” (The point in the score to which he 
was referring is the second scene of the second act: after the 
hero’s words “Dass der mein Vater nicht ist” he had written in his 
Composition Sketch, “27th June 57. R. W. When shall we see each 
other again?” ). So long as his letter of the 28th June to Liszt was 
the sole source of our knowledge of this matter it was naturally 
assumed by the biographers that it was at that point that work 
upon Siegfried was suspended for several years. We know now, 
however, that he took it up again a fortnight later and completed 
the second act on the 30th July. No doubt he foresaw that the 
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composition of Tristan would mean a long separation from the 
Ring, and he thought it as well to finish the second act of Sieg- 
fried while the “feel” of the Ring milieu was still lively within 
him. 


13 


Letters of his to other friends confirm and amplify the evi- 
dence of his letter of June 1857 to Liszt. As early as the 19th 
December 1856, while he was engaged on the first act of Sieg- 
fried, he told the young Princess Marie Wittgenstein (the daugh- 
ter of Liszt’s unofficial wife Princess Carolyne von Sayn-Wittgen- 
stein ) that while trying to work “today” at the music of Siegfried 
he had “unawares fallen into the Tristan” subject. “For the mo- 
ment’, he continues, “music without words: several things I 
would rather treat in music than in verse” — one of the many in- 
dications we have that the prime impulse to the writing of his 
dramas was generally not so much a literary as a musical one. 
“Today, as I have told you”, he goes on to say, “Tristan has come 
between [myself and Siegfried] in the shape of a melodic thread 
which, though I fain would have quitted it, kept on spinning it- 
self, so that I could have spent the whole day developing it.” 

The precise meaning of this will appear in a moment. Mean- 
while we must draw attention to a salient characteristic of his 
artistic psychology. As a rule he was occupied simultaneously 
with more than one work; even if he were not actually putting B 
upon paper it was gestating in his subconsciousness while he was 
formally engaged upon A. His dramatic characters and situations 
had a life of their own within him that was independent of his 
surface consciousness and even of his volition, so that while at 
work on the score of one opera a theme would suddenly spring 
up within him which had nothing to do with the subject in hand 
but, as he would soon realise, belonged of right to some other 
work that had not been consciously occupying his thoughts at the 
time. One day in 1876 when he was writing the American Centen- 
nial March the idea flashed across him for the ensemble of the 
Flower Maidens in Parsifal; and in 1859, while engaged on the 
third act of Tristan, the joyous melody of the Herdsman took, 
without his willing it, a turn which, as he soon saw, was more ap- 
propriate to his forgotten young hero Siegfried: it became later 
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the “Love’s Resolution” motive of the Ring.t And after telling 
Marie Wittgenstein, in December 1856, that he could not get on 
with Siegfried because the Tristan subject kept throwing out its 
own musical roots within him, he informed her in the following 
August that the reverse had latterly been the case. He had carried, 
he said, the composition of the second act of Siegfried as far as 
the words “Das der mein Vater nicht ist”, and then closed the 
score with the intention of saying a long farewell to his hero. A 
few days later, he continues, he had sat down at his desk to make 
a sketch for the poem of Tristan, “when suddenly I was overmas- 
tered by so pitiful a longing for Siegfried that I took the score out 
again and decided to complete at any rate the second act. This 
has now been done: Fafner is dead, Mime is dead, and Siegfried 
has followed the flying Forest Bird; and this, my dear child, has 
turned out very nicely, so that now I know my hero is all right. 
Yet all this has been a great strain on me, for while I was once 
more working at Siegfried I could get no peace from Tristan. I 
actually worked simultaneously at them both, the Tristan taking 
more and more definite shape, and I being so passionately occu- 
pied with it that in the end the double labour was a perfect tor- 
ment to me.” 

The truth is that a tremendous psychic upheaval had begun in 
him as early as 1856, which put him rather out of tune for the 
time being with the joy-in-life of which his youthful hero Sieg- 
fried had been the ardent optimistic expression. He had become 
introspective, pessimistic, mystical. Three days after his letter of 
the 19th December 1856 to Marie Wittgenstein he wrote thus to 
Otto Wesendonk, who was at that time in Paris: “I can no longer 
get into the mood for my Siegfried; my musical sensibility is now 
reaching out far beyond that, into a realm more consonant with 
my mood —the realm of melancholy. It is all coming to me, 
though as yet quite flatly and superficially.” He was beginning, in 
fact, to feel the Tristan subject very definitely as music, before it 
had taken a definite shape within him dramatically. 


14 
Let us now turn back to the passage in the letter to Marie Witt- 
genstein in which he says that while working at the music of the 
* See infra, musical example No. 153 in the analysis of Siegfried. 
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first act of Siegfried he had “unawares fallen into the Tristan sub- 
ject” . . . “for the moment, music without words”, in the form of 
a “melodic thread” which kept on “spinning itself” almost against 
his will. We are fortunate in being able to identify that “thread” 
now. 

There has survived in the Wahnfried archives a scrap of music 
which was evidently intended to accompany an (unpublished) 
letter of his to Frau Wesendonk of the early part of 1857. It con- 
sists of eighteen bars beginning thus: 


The reader will recognise this as the foreshadowing of one of the 
most important themes of the second act of Tristan. (See musical 
example No. 41). In the opera it appears in 3/4 time, but in this 
primitive form it is in 4/4: the harmony on the third beat of the 
first bar is less chromatic and therefore less poignant than it after- 
wards became, while after the third bar the strain develops in a 
manner rather different from the one we know so well in the 
opera.” 

Wagner was only copying, however, for Frau Wesendonk’s ben- 
efit, from a still earlier sketch, which also happens to have been 
preserved. This is dated by Wagner himself “19 Dec. 56” —i.e., 
the very day on which he was telling Marie Wittgenstein that a 
“melodic thread” had been “spinning itself” of its own volition 
within him. There can be no doubt, then, that this is the “thread” 
to which he was referring.? And, again fortunately for us, this 
1 A facsimile of the manuscript page will be found in the Bayreuth Fest- 
spielfiihrer for 1938, p. 160. 

2 The word “thread” (Faden) was one often used by Wagner to describe 
the material from which he did his musical “spinning”. It does not mean 
simply a “theme” in the sense in which other composers employ that word, 
but, as it were, the musical incarnation of a situation, a character, or a mood, 
from which all conceivable tonal and psychological mutations would follow 
later as a matter of course. Thus he told Cosima in 1871 that his heart was 
not really in such a work as the Kaisermarsch, and he was writing it with 
some difficulty. It “meant” nothing to him: “I must have my big threads”, 
he told her. 
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earlier sheet contains not only the above-mentioned eighteen bars 
with a few variants, but the first draft of what was afterwards to 
become world-famous as the motive of “Longing” or “Desire” in 
the opera (see No. 1 B); and the sheet is headed “Love Scene; 
Tristan and Isolde”. Now it was not until August 1857 that Wag- 
ner began the Prose Sketch for his drama — some ten days after 
he had finished the composition of the second act of Siegfried. It 
is clear, then, that even in December 1856 — that is to say, while 
he was still working at the first act of that opera, — the music of 
Tristan was already imposing its will upon him before he had 
drawn up so much as a formal scenario of the action. There could 
be no more convincing demonstration of the truth of the state- 
ment that if ever there was an opera born of the spirit of music 
itself it is Tristan and Isolde. 

Towards the end of April 1857 he drafted a scenario for Tristan 
that served as foundation both for a later detailed Prose Sketch 
(finished on the 20th August and now available in print), and 
then for the poem. The latter was completed on the 18th Septem- 
ber of that year. The Prose Sketch and the poem do not differ 
greatly from each other; where they do, the Sketch is useful as 
showing more clearly what was at the back of Wagner's mind 
here and there, for the hyper-laconic style in which the poem is 
written makes it a little difficult sometimes to grasp his full 
meaning. 
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As usual with him, his first concern had been to rid the immense 
mass of mediaeval material of everything merely accessory and 
condense the sprawling action into its essentials. He dispenses, for 
example, with the four “felon barons”, enemies of Tristan, who in 
the legend play a considerable part in laying traps for him and de- 
nouncing him to the King. All he needed in this respect was the 
single character of the false friend Melot, and even of him we 
learn more through the mouths of others than in person, for he 
makes only two very brief appearances in the drama — at the end 
of the second act, where he brings in King Marke to surprise the 
lovers, and in the final stage of the third act, where he sings a 
couple of lines “off” and then enters only to be slain by Kurvenal. 
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To the whole opera Melot contributes no more than twenty bars of 
music. The King, again, appears only twice, and as a commentator 
on events rather than a participant in them; his share in the long 
chain of episodes stretching from Tristan’s combat with Morold 
to the final catastrophe we mostly learn from others. Of ordinary 
stage incident there is exceedingly little in the opera; it is virtu- 
ally unnecessary, for the veritable drama is not in what “happens” 
to Tristan and Isolde in the world of reality but in what evolves 
within themselves, and this is revealed to us principally by the 
music. 

Wagner's most difficult problem was in connection with the 
love philtre. It was impossible for him to employ this in its more 
materialistic mediaeval sense—to make the inextinguishable 
“passion” of the lovers for each other the crude physical result of 
a magic brew; though unfortunately it is still in that naive sense 
that the majority of listeners to the opera still conceive it. Even 
the more refined of the old romancers, as has already been 
pointed out, seem to have had a poetic intuition of it as a symbol 
rather than a material agency; that is to say, the lovers were pre- 
destined to each other in life and in death, and the draught 
brewed by Isolde’s mother for a purpose of her own was merely 
the Fates’ way of accomplishing their far-seen purpose. But Wag- 
ner would have to refine this central motive of his drama far be- 
yond this. Manifestly the problem was the most crucial of the 
many he had to face; and the only valid solution of it was the one 
finally adopted by him — Tristan and Isolde were to be shown 
drawn together from the beginning by some compulsion which 
they themselves did not comprehend; the near approach to the 
shore of Cornwall, where Isolde would be handed over to the 
King and Tristan would depart from her sight and Marke’s for 
ever, had strained both of them to breaking-point, so that each of 
them saw that the only way out of a lifelong torment was through 
the gates of death; to that end they were to drink gladly of what 
they imagined to be a poisoned cup; and then, in the belief that 
death was at hand, the barriers raised between them by Tristan’s 
sense of honour and loyalty to King Marke would go down, and 
they could confess their love without restraint and without self- 
reproach. In this reading, the love draught is really a subsidiary 
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rather than a cardinal motive; it does indeed fill their veins with 
a fire that can never be extinguished, but only because the mate- 
rials for the fire were there before. 
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The point was, how could Wagner introduce this new psycho- 
logical motive, which transformed the saga so radically as to 
make his own version of it virtually a new creation on his part? 
Obviously it would have to become operative during the first 
(and only) sojourn of his wounded “Tantris” in Ireland. The mo- 
ment chosen by Wagner to constitute this nodal point of his 
drama was that in which Isolde stays her avenging hand just as 
she is about to slay the man whom she recognises as the hated 
vanquisher of her affianced Morold; and the medium through 
which this was to be brought home to the audience was Isolde’s 
Narration to Brangaene in the first act. That Wagner was at first 
not entirely clear how this was to be done is manifest in the Prose 
Sketch. 

The old poets had told how Tristan, at Isolde’s mercy in his 
bath when she discovered that the splinter taken from Morholt’s 
head fitted exactly into the notch in the sword, had saved his life 
in the first instance by denying that he was Tristan, and then by a 
crafty appeal ad misericordiam. In the end it is the “sweet wom- 
anliness” in her, as Gottfried puts it, that gets the upper hand of 
her fury; she throws away the sword and weeps bitterly. The 
Queen, Isolde and Brangaene go out and take counsel together. 
Brangaene’s advice to them is to spare the alien knight, in the first 
place because they will need him to dispose of the troublesome 
seneschal who is claiming Isolde’s hand, in the second place be- 
cause this Tristan has evidently been sent to Ireland on some im- 
portant mission, and it behoves them to find out what it is. When 
they return he once more begs for grace, and promises them that 
if his life is spared the young Irish princess shall go back with 
him to be the proud wife of his uncle the noble and powerful 
King Marc, and the two countries will henceforth be bound to- 
gether in friendship. The three women kiss him on the lips in 
token of amity, Isolde, however, with reluctance, for to her he is 
still Ireland’s enemy and hers. Then he confesses that he had ven- 
tured to Ireland the second time for the very purpose of taking 
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back with him Iseut, whose beauty he had praised to Marc. The 
Irish King is summoned and let into the secret, and he too makes 
peace with Tristan and with Cornwall. 


iyi 


Obviously this very earthly web of mediaeval intrigue and ruse 
could not be utilised for Wagner’s drama, the central psycholog- 
ical point of which was to be that the pair already loved each 
other before the stage action opens, that Tristan had fought down 
his love out of loyalty to King Marke, that Isolde was torn be- 
tween love for the hero Tristan and hatred of him as Ireland’s 
conqueror, and that the pair feel themselves liberated from all 
worldly constraints only at the moment when, as they believe, 
they are about to end their souls’ intolerable torment by a vol- 
untary death. Wagner could safely follow the old story, as indeed 
he does in Isolde’s Narration, as far as the moment when she re- 
frains from killing Ireland’s enemy and hers with his own sword. 
But why does his Isolde so refrain? “Recognising him as the slayer 
of the Irish hero”, so runs the Prose Sketch in its outline of the 
Narration, “and recalling her vow of vengeance, she had seized 
the sword and rushed at Tristan to kill him; then she had felt pity 
for the wretched sick man”. The reader will recall that whereas in 
the legend this episode occurs during Tristan’s second visit to Ire- 
land, when he is helpless not through sickness but because, like 
the doomed Agamemnon, he is in his bath and unarmed, Wagner 
transfers it to the first visit, the motive of which, in the legend, 
had been to win healing from the magic medical art of Isolde’s 
mother. This enables him to employ with all the more force the 
motive of “sweet womanliness”, as Gottfried calls it, the sudden 
surge of pity in Isolde for the grievously sick and helpless man. 
But of itself that psychological motive, moving as it is, is still in- 
sufficient for Wagner's full purpose; it does not explain how, from 
that moment onward, each had read love in the eyes of the other. 

The problem of how to bring this new and vital factor home to 
the listener must have cost Wagner much anxious thought. This is 
clear from an insert he has made in the Sketch — manifestly an 
afterthought — after the sentence quoted above, “she had felt pity 
for the wretched sick man”; before passing on to the next stage of 
the Narration, in which, very much as in the legend, Isolde com- 
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municates to Brangaene her discovery of the identity of Tristan 
and Tantris, he now inserts in a parenthesis, “Here she makes it 
clear that it was an awakened passionate inclination towards him 
that had stayed her hand”. But in the Sketch he still does not go 
on to show just how this is to be “made clear” to the audience, 
perhaps because he himself did not know precisely how at that 
time. But when he came to write his poem, a few weeks after the 
completion of the Sketch, he saw a satisfactory solution of his 
problem, though in terms more of music than of verbal exposition. 
He makes the wounded man turn upon Isolde a lock that melted 
her heart, for she read in it the secret of an unspoken love: 


Then from his sick-bed 

up he gazed — 

not on the sword, 

not on my hand — 

his eyes in mine were looking; 

and his woefulness 

pierced to my heart; 
the sword — fell from my hand. 
The wound that Morold dealt him, 
with my own hand I healed it, 
that home he might betake him 
and rid me of the load of that look! 


But even this does not make the psychological point absolutely 
clear to us when we read the poem alone for the first time; illumi- 
nation comes rather from the music, from the so-called “Look” 
motive that wells up in the moving tones of a solo viola: 


Molto espressivo 


a motive that has already played a most significant part in the 
prelude, and is later to be charged with an infinity of meanings in 
the opera itself. Wagner never tired of assuring his correspond- 
ents that something that was not quite clear to them in a text of 
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his would be made perfectly clear by the music. This is a case in 
point. 

The poem of Tristan and Isolde was completed and the manu- 
script presented to Frau Wesendonk on the 18th September 1857. 
(A few changes in the text were made by Wagner in later years). 
The dates of composition of the music are as follows: 


Composition Sketch.* 


Act I. 1 October —31 December 1857. 
Act II. 4 May—1 July 1858. 
Act III. 9 April — 16 July 1859. 


Orchestral Sketch. 


Act I. 5 November 1857 — 13 January 1858. 
Act II. 5 July 1858 —9 March 1859. 
Act III. 1 May —19 July 1859. 


The full orchestral score was finished on the 8th or 9th August 
1859. 

The first performance of the opera was given in Munich, under 
Hans von Biilow, on the 10th June 1865, with the following cast: 


TRISTAN Ludwig Schnorr von Carolsfeld 
IsOLDE Malvina Schnorr von Carolsfeld 
BRANGAENE Anna Deinet 
MARKE Zottmayer 
KURVENAL Mitterwurzer 
MeELoT Heinrich 

18 


Wagner was a musical dramatist, a fact which permitted him a 
technique of exposition entirely different from that of the prose or 
poetical dramatist. The normal way of the latter is to start at A 
and go step by regular step to Z. Wagner, relying at least as much 
on music as on words to tell us who and what his characters are 
and what they feel at a given moment, and being more concerned, 
1 The “Composition Sketch” of a Wagnerian work was, in general, the first 
swift outline of the music. The “Orchestral Sketch” was a rather more de- 
veloped lay-out, with a summary indication of his orchestral intentions. The 
final stage was the Orchestral Score. 
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in the main, with mental states than with incidents,’ could plan 
his stage action in ways that would give the freest imaginable 
play to music. This was especially the case with Tristan and 
Isolde, which is musical from centre to periphery — so much so 
that the bulk of the opera would make an organic musical whole if 
played through by the orchestra without the voices. If ever there 
was an opera “born out of the spirit of music”, to adapt the title 
of one of Nietzsche’s books, it is this. The words are not so much 
the generators of the music as the crystallisation of musical moods 
into the accepted symbols of speech. Wagner himself pointed out 
how different his procedure had been from that of the ordinary 
dramatist or poet. The latter would have had to explain, for ex- 
ample, at the outset, at some length, who Tristan was, how he 
came into the world, what adventures he had already gone 
through, and so on; and out of all this statement of fact there 
would emerge, bit by bit, our emotional reaction to the characters, 
their milieu, and the things that happen to them. But the musi- 
cian, says Wagner, can strike at once to that emotional core 
which it takes the poet or the prose romancer so long to reach 
by the slow way of description; we are given the whole complex 
of longing and suffering that is the essence of the souls of the two 
chief characters in the opening bars of the prelude. The music in 
and by itself shapes their total stage life into a kind of ring, a circle 
in which there is no apposition of starting-point and finish; the 
strain of longing is the first that greets our ears in the prelude, and 
it is the last to resound in them in the opera; and, as with a ring, it 
is equally appropriate to say that the work begins where it ends as 
that it ends where it began. 
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The musical texture of Tristan is different from that of any 
other of Wagner’s works in that it is almost purely “symphonic”; 
often he abandons himself to the sheer intoxication of “develop- 
ing” the mood symbolised by a particular motive for pages at a 
time, the stage situation meanwhile remaining stabilised. Not 


1 In the Mastersingers, of course, incident follows incident in quick succes- 
sion and in the order of actual life; but that is because here the drama comes 
nearer to the world of ordinary people than in any other work of his ma- 
turity. 
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only is there hardly any action, but action of any kind would 
mostly be out of place: the movement of the drama is not realistic 
but psychological, not external but internal, the music passing 
through all kinds of metamorphoses to which the words serve 
only to give us the objective clue. For the greater portion of the 
time the actors hardly need to change their positions on the stage; 
the consequence is that when something does “happen”, in the 
ordinary theatrical sense of the word, it strikes with tremendous 
force; it does precisely what Wagner intended it should do — the 
brief intrusion of reality gives us a blinding sense of how entirely 
Tristan and Isolde had lived, in the only sense that they would 
have called living, in a world of non-reality of their own. In the 
first act, apart from the episode of the coming of Tristan into 
the presence of Isolde, very little “happens” until the end, when 
the ship arrives in Cornwall and the King and his courtiers and 
people come to the shore to meet it; and the stir and excitement of 
this are suggested in the music rather than shown on the stage. 
In the second act there are only two disruptions of the inner 
drama by external reality — the entry of Tristan, and, later in the 
act, that of Marke and Melot, with the wounding of Tristan. In 
the third act there is virtually no action until the very end — the 
arrival first of Isolde, then of Marke and the others. 

The real drama, as has been already pointed out, is not external 
but internal, a state of affairs made possible to the musical drama- 
tist only in virtue of the vast superiority of music to speech and to 
the pictorial arts in range and subtlety and intensity of emotional 
expression. Taking advantage of this, Wagner exploits a favourite 
technique of his; instead of burdening his stage with a multiplic- 
ity of characters and “effective” episodes he concentrates the very 
essence of these into a reference to them by one of the few main 
actors at some vital point or other. There is no need, for instance, 
for him to begin by telling us in words that Tristan was fore- 
doomed to sorrow from the moment of his birth: he conveys this 
to us not at the commencement of his story but near the end, and 
that by the simplest and most affecting of means, by a few bars in 
which, moved by the Shepherd’s mournful melody, the hero’s 
thoughts go back to the tragic death of his father and mother. 
Again, Wagner shows us nothing of the Breton and Cornish milieu 
in which the young Tristan had lived, nothing of the events that 
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had led up to the fateful journey to Ireland, nothing of what hap- 
pened there. All that is necessary for us to know about these and 
other things he communicates to us through the mouths of the 
lovers in the first and second acts, where the story is told not for 
its own picturesque sake — as it would be by a poet — but because 
it furnishes the explanation of the situation and the state of mind 
in which the lovers now find themselves: it is not the incidents 
themselves that he gives us but the incidents remembered in, and 
blindingly illuminated by, emotion. 

It has to be admitted that the rigour with which he follows this 
system in Tristan and Isolde sometimes makes it difficult for the 
casual listener in the theatre to follow all the windings of his 
poetic imagination. It is impossible, indeed, to see the work pre- 
cisely as the creator of it conceived it without a close study not 
only of the poem but of the Prose Sketch — which accounts for 
the fact that even today ninety-nine people out of a hundred in the 
theatre come away with a totally wrong idea of much of it. If 
they had the smallest understanding of it they would not speak 
of the second act, as they do, as “the love duet”, for all the world 
as if “love” meant here what it does in the case of Romeo and 
Juliet, or Faust and Marguerite, or Pinkerton and Madam Butter- 
fly, or a hundred other operatic lovers. Throughout the poem 
Wagner restricts himself to the barest minimum of words — some- 
times no more than two or three to a line of verse, — having no 
need of speech beyond what is necessary to concretise the emo- 
tion that is being poured out by the prime expressive instrument 
of the work, the music. Occasionally his condensation has been so 
drastic that, as we shall see when we come to the analysis of the 
second act, it is only after reading his more detailed exposition of 
events and motives in the Prose Sketch that the almost too laconic 
poem conveys its full meaning to us. 
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The selection from Tristan known in the concert room as the 
Prelude and Liebestod — the latter being the closing scene of the 
opera — makes an admirably rounded whole, musically and psy- 
chologically. It is worth noting, by the way, that when Wagner 
first linked up the Prelude with the finale for concert purposes it 
was to the former that he gave the explanatory title of “Liebes- 
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tod”; the finale he described as “Verklirung” (Transfiguration ). 
In a programme note of his own on the concert arrangement he 
explained the Prelude (in his nomenclature at that time the Liebes- 
tod) as a progression from “the first timidest lament of inap- 
peasable longing, the tenderest shudder, to the most terrible out- 
pouring of an avowal of hopeless love”, the music “traversing all 
phases of the vain struggle against the inner ardour, until this, 
sinking back powerless upon itself, seems to be extinguished in 
death.” The Verklaérung he elucidated thus: “Yet what Fate di- 
vided in life now springs into transfigured life in death: the gates 
of union are thrown open. Over Tristan’s body the dying Isolde 
receives the blessed fulfilment of ardent longing, eternal union in 
measureless space, without barriers, without fetters, inseparable.” 

Until the final scene of the opera was written, the Prelude, of 
course, would have to stand on its own feet if given in the concert 
room; and as it has no formal ending, one would have to be pro- 
vided. A passage in a letter of Wagner’s to Biilow of the 12th 
March 1859 has misled many people into imagining that the end- 
ing now in use was Biilow’s work. As a matter of fact what Wagner 
had said to him was, in effect, this: “If you want to give the Prel- 
ude at your concert in Prague, well and good. But you will have 
to supply an ending of your own; don’t ask me to make one.” No 
doubt Biilow did the best he could; but the few bars he quotes 
from his effort in one of his letters to Wagner do not suggest that 
included in the talents with which Providence had so richly en- 
dowed him was the capacity to write Wagner's music for him. 
Wagner explained later to Frau Wesendonk that his reason for 
refusing Bilow’s request had been that he himself had not seen at 
that time precisely how the thing was to be done, that perception 
having come to him only after he had written the last page of the 
opera, in July 1859. In the following December he sent Mathilde 
a sheet of music containing his own ending to the Prelude in 
piano score. He had made it for performance at the concerts he 
gave in Paris on the 25th January and Ist and 8th February 1860. 

His own exposition of the thus re-modelled Prelude in a pro- 


1 A facsimile of it will be found in both the German and the English edition 
of the Wesendonk correspondence. A separate edition of the Prelude, with 
the new concert ending, was at once published in full score by Breitkopf 
and Hartel. 
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gramme note written for these concerts is interesting. The tale of 
Tristan and Isolde, he says, is one of “endless yearning, longing, 
the bliss and the wretchedness of love; world, power, fame, hon- 
our, chivalry, loyalty and friendship all blown away like an in- 
substantial dream; one thing alone left living — longing, longing 
unquenchable, a yearning, a hunger, a languishing forever re- 
newing itself; one sole redemption — death, surcease, a sleep with- 
out awakening.” For the composer whose aim it was to express 
this in music, he continues, there was but one over-riding care, 
“how to impose restraint on himself, since exhaustion of the sub- 
ject is impossible.” So “in one long succession of linked phases” he 
“let that insatiable longing swell forth from the first timidest 
avowal to sweetest protraction, through anxious sighs, through 
hopes and fears, laments and desires, bliss and torment, to the 
mightiest forward-pressing, the most powerful effort to find the 
breach that will open out to the infinitely craving heart the path 
into the sea of love’s endless delight. In vain! The exhausted heart 
sinks back, to pine away in a longing that can never attain its end, 
since each attainment brings in its wake only renewed desire, till 
in final exhaustion the breaking eye catches a glimpse of the at- 
tainment of the highest bliss — the bliss of dying, of ceasing to be, 
of final redemption into that wondrous realm from which we only 
stray the further the more we struggle to enter it by force. Shall 
we call it Death? Or is it not the wonder-world of Night, whence, 
as the story tells, an ivy and a vine sprang of old in inseparable 
embrace over the graves of Tristan and Isolde?” 

This may not be ideally lucid, but Wagner can be forgiven for 
that; he was engaged on the impossible task of finding equivalents 
in the crude medium of words for the infinite intimacies and 
trackless subtleties of music. But what was in his mind is clear 
enough for all that: the Prelude, as he had conceived it, traces 
the vicissitudes of inextinguishable longing, yearning ever re- 
newed after each illusive satisfaction of it and finding real con- 
summation only in death. We shall see in a moment just how he 
rounded off this mystical conception, so far as the Prelude is con- 
cerned, by the concert close he wrote for it in December 1859; 
meanwhile let us look at the Prelude as it appears in the opera. 
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There is here no attempt, as in the Prelude to the M astersingers, 
to epitomise the stage action and the characters of the opera. 
Wagner concentrates on the inmost essentials; the Prelude is the 
slow musical elaboration of a single bitter-sweet mood. For con- 
venience’ sake we have to attach labels to the “motives” upon 
which it is constructed, but the reader must be warned against 
interpreting these too literally. As a rule the commentators have 
decided upon a label from a hint given by the words or the situa- 
tion with which a motive is associated on its first appearance in 
the opera. But we shall go hopelessly wrong if we allow that par- 
ticular association to occupy our minds each time we hear the 
motive; it may undergo all kinds of metamorphoses and take on 
all shades of meaning as the drama goes on. 

It is easy for the casual listener to get a false notion of the open- 
ing bars of the Prelude: 

No.1 


The melodic line seems to be a continuous one, running from the 
opening A in the lower clef to the final B in the higher. But in 
reality there are two motives here: the first (No. 1 A), extending 
from the opening note to the D sharp of the second full bar, is 
given out by the ’cellos in the upper register of the instrument, 
where the tone has a peculiar poignancy; the other (No. 1B) 
comes out in the penetrating timbre of the oboes, over a wood 
wind harmony of bassoons, cor anglais, and (in the second bar) 
clarinets. We shall call No. 1 A the Grief or Sorrow motive, though 
it must be understood at the outset that its expression in the 
course of the opera is too multiple and too complex for it to be 
always tied down to the connotation of a single word: it has in it 
at various times something of longing, of pain, of hopelessness, of 
resignation, and many things more. No. 1 B is called by some ana- 
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lysts the motive of Desire, by others the motive of Magic, for no 
better reason than the fact that when it is first heard in the opera 
Isolde is speaking of her mother’s craft in the brewing of magic 
potions. Our own rough-and-ready label for it will be Desire, with 
which the magic art of Isolde’s mother necessarily has a certain 
external connection. But it must always be borne in mind that, as 
has been pointed out in the foregoing pages, Wagner never in- 
tends to imply that the love of Tristan and Isolde is the physical 
consequence of the philtre, but only that the pair, having drunk 
what they imagine to be the draught of Death and believing that 
they have looked upon earth and sea and sky for the last time, feel 
themselves free to confess, when the potion begins its work within 
them, the love they have so long felt but have concealed from 
each other and almost from themselves. Nor will the reader need 
to be reminded that this motive No. 1 B was committed to paper 
in December 1856, before a word of the scenario of the opera had 
been written. Consequently there is no warrant whatever for iden- 
tifying it literally, as we were taught to do at one time, with the 
“magic” of Isolde and her mother: for Wagner it stood primarily 
for the predestined yearning of the lovers towards each other. 

He himself, in a letter of March 1860 to Frau Wesendonk, has 
given us a clue to the complex of emotions the motive symbolised 
for him. He is in Paris, unhappy and sick to the depths of him 
with a sense of loneliness and alienation from his environment, 
and looking forward wistfully “towards the land of Nirvana”. But 
Nirvana, it appears, becomes identical in his mind with Tristan, 
and Tristan and himself with the Buddhist theory of the origin of 
the world — the troubling of the primal cloudless heavens by a 
breath that swells and swells and finally condenses into our visible 
world in all its “inscrutable and impenetrable variety”; and he 
gives us the key to his meaning by quoting the music of our No. 
1 B, in a way that shows that he identified it just then with the 
“breath” out of which the cosmos has condensed. In a word, it is 
Desire, for ever expanding and retracting, for ever seeking to 
realise itself and for ever being frustrated. 


22 


Repetitions of No. 1 at various pitches and in various colours 
lead to a sforzando which introduces two new motives: 
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The first of these (A) relates particularly to the Anguish of Tris- 


tan; the second(B) is generally described as the Look (or Glance) 


motive, from the fact that it first appears in the opera at the point 


in the first act where Isolde tells Brangaene how her resolve to 
avenge herself on the slayer of Morold melted away under the 


glance that the sick Tristan had turned on her. No. 2 merges in- 


sensibly into a third motive of a similar cast, which the commen- 


tators associate with the love philtre: 
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A half-passionate, half-mournful development of this is broken at 
one point by the reiteration of figures of this type: 


which answer each other in different registers and colours. In his 
letter of December 1859 concerning the concert close to the Prel- 
ude, Wagner tells Frau Wesendonk that she will “recognise ivy 
and vine in the music, especially when you hear it in the orches- 
tra, where strings and wind alternate with each other”. He was 
referring to the antiphonal figures shown in No. 4. But it would 
be the height of folly on our part to take all this too literally. The 
ivy-and-vine legend plays no part whatever in Wagner's drama. 
It may have pleased him and Frau Wesendonk to associate pri- 
vately No. 4 (and themselves ) with ivy and vine, but nowhere in 
the opera has the motive any such connotation; and here in the 
Prelude it depicts simply one more phase of the yearning of the 
lovers. 

A point that should not be overlooked is the bass line (B, C, D 
sharp) in the fourth and fifth bars of No. 8. It wells up and sub- 
sides ominously in the double basses, bassoons and bass clarinet, 
and symbolises Death (or Fate). It is curious that Biilow, who 
made the first piano arrangement of the score, should have failed 
to see that these three notes constitute a definite motive; other- 
wise he would not have altered Wagner's slurring of them in the 
arbitrary way he does here and elsewhere. 

Wagner now works up to his climax by way of a new motive: 


Bass: E 


which incorporates in itself more and more insistent reminiscences 
of No. 1 B. The culmination is heralded by a fortissimo enunciation 


210 


TRISTAN AND ISOLDE 


‘of No. 2B in increasingly complex harmonic forms, and with a 

terrific fortissimo in the full orchestra the climax is reached and 

passed. The fortissimo quickly subsides to a piano; the orchestra 

dwells sadly upon echoes of No. 1, No. 2B and No. 4, and the 

ee gradually ebbs away into a heaving figure in the ’cellos and 
asses: 


No.6 


that prepares us for the sea setting in which the opera will open. 


23 


The Prelude is a perfect specimen of musical form at its most 
consummate, not a schematic mould imposed upon the “thematic 
material” from the outside but a form that has come into being 
simply as the outcome of the ideas. Once more, as in the Prelude 
to Lohengrin, Wagner unconsciously obeys that natural law of 
structure that brings in the climax at a point about two-thirds of 
the time-distance between the beginning and the end. This is not 
only good art but ordinary experience; while it takes a long time 
to scale a mountain, the descent may be accomplished in half or 
a third of the time. Some conductors ruin Wagner’s perfect design 
by pumping an accelerando into the music during the long cre- 
scendo that leads up to the climax. Wagner, who, though some 
conductors will receive the news with incredulity, knew infinitely 
better what his music was about than they will ever do, has not 
specified a single change of tempo during the prolonged ascent to 
the peak-point. He prescribes a slight holding-back after the peak 
has been reached, which is entirely in keeping with the general 
law of descent after a toilsome climb. The Prelude — and the same 
is even more true of the Liebestod — is far more tremendous in its 
tension when the ascent is not hurried in order to get a conductor's 
effect of “increasing passion”, a cheap showman’s trick upon which 
Wagner used always to pour out his scorn. The last thing he 
wanted was that his music should reach the hearer not as he had 
conceived it but as it appears after it has passed through the dis- 
torting and sometimes vulgarising medium of a conductor’s mind. 
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As early as 1852 he had written to a friend, “I don’t care in the 
least whether my works are given or not: all I am concerned with 
is that they shall be performed as I conceived them. Whoever 
can’t and won't do that may leave them alone.” Upon tempo 
he always laid the utmost emphasis: it was his constant complaint 
during his last years that he did not know a single conductor who 
could be trusted to find unaided the correct tempi for any of his 
works. 

Let us now glance for a moment at the ending he himself de- 
vised for use when the Prelude is to be played in the concert room 
without the Liebestod. His instinct for form told him that in the 
first place the terrific climax would have to be dispensed with, 
since the goal was now different and the descent from the peak- 
point was going to be accomplished in a new way. With the clos- 
ing scene of the opera in his mind the ebb of the psychological 
tide of the Prelude would necessarily have to be brought about 
in terms of that “Verklarung”. So Wagner cuts out the original cli- 
max, which had come in the Prelude in bars 83 and 84. In bar 82 
the trumpets and trombones had given out No. 2 B. He begins his 
new close at this point: he swiftly dissolves the fortissimo into a 
diminuendo, cuts out bars 83 and 84, and continues quietly, as in 
the original, with bars 85 to the first half of 94. Here begins the 
short “Verklarung”. A change in the latter part of bar 94 serves 
to introduce a motive of ecstasy that had appeared in the opera 
for the first time in the opening scene of the second act: 


(See also No. 31 below). The remainder of the new matter con- 
sists almost entirely of wistful broodings upon this theme, until 
at last it assumes the form in which it plays a dominant part in the 
closing stages of the Liebestod, with the poignant No. 1 B pierc- 
ing through the texture at the finish, as it does at the end of the 
opera. (See No. 60). Wagner ends his arrangement, however, not 
in B major, as in the final bars of the opera, but in A major, thus 
rounding off the A minor in which the Prelude had begun. 
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A final word on the Prelude may not be out of place: it may 
help to clarify for the reader the whole problem of Wagner’s use | 
of “motives”. We are compelled to attach labels to these, for 
otherwise we could not refer to them in our discussion of a work; 
but some of these labels have done considerable harm by bringing 
up in the listener’s mind the same too literal connotation each 
time the motive appears. There are Wagnerian motives, of course, 
the meaning of which is virtually unchanging; they are definitely 
associated with a particular character (such as the Beckmesser or 
the Gutrune motive), or with an object that is at once physical 
and symbolic, and therefore static (such as the Spear motive in 
the Ring). But Wagner’s conception and employment of motives 
varied with the nature of the work he had in hand; and when, as 
in Tristan, stage action and external reality count for very little 
and psychological states for virtually everything, the import of a 
motive can rarely be pinned down throughout to any particular 
person, object or episode. The motives are sensitive, plastic musi- 
cal materials, on a par with those of the symphonist, with which 
the composer weaves a fabric of thought and emotion of a kind 
that can exist only in music. at 

Now the Prelude to Tristan was not written, as most introduc- 
tions to operas are, after the completion of the work, when the 
composer has the whole of his thematic material before him and 
can select from it just what seems to him best suited to epitomise 
the contents of the whole work. The Tristan Prelude contains no 
motive specifically correlated with the second and third acts, for 
the simple reason, among others, that Wagner had not even be- 
gun formal work upon these when the Prelude was written. He 
commenced the music of the first act on the 1st October 1857; and 
apparently he began with the Prelude. As his own programme 
note shows, it is in no way dramatic or pictorial: it expresses the 
incessant projection and recoil upon itself of a single emotion — 
that of longing without satisfaction and without end. Even if the 
opera had never been written the Prelude would still be a per- 
fectly organised piece of mood-music that requires no “explana- 
tion” outside itself, a symphonic epitome, as it might be, of an un- 
written drama. When Wagner was composing it the separate 
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themes of it had probably no such precise meanings for him as 
the labels we attach to them are apt to suggest. When the time 
came for him to embody them in the opera, each of them would 
necessarily be associated on its first appearance with this, that or 
the other psychological point of the moment. But it is an error to 
assume, as the commentators have been inclined to do, that be- 
cause at this point or that a motive is first heard in connection 
with certain words or a certain situation it relates specifically to 
that sentiment or that situation whenever it occurs later in the 
opera, or, before that, in the Prelude. 
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Our Nos. 2 B, 1 B and 4 are cases in point. Because No. 2 B first 
appears in the opera when Isolde tells Brangaene how the sick 
man looked up at her from his couch and the sword fell from her 
hand, the analysts have agreed to call it the Look motive, with the 
result that people innocently read that too definite meaning into 
it each time it occurs in the Prelude and in the opera. The truth 
is that it is a musical theme of generalised import, the expression 
of the love that Tristan and Isolde were fated from their birth to 
feel for each other; it is only the dramatic exigencies of the text 
that lead to its first putting in an appearance when Isolde recalls 
the outer circumstances of their realisation of this fatality. So with 
No. 1 B: there is no necessity, and indeed it is misleading, to tie 
the meaning of this down to the “Magic” of Isolde’s mother merely 
because it is first given out by the orchestra when Isolde says bit- 
terly, “O futile art of the sorceress, that only balsams can brew!”, 
and is heard again later when Brangaene says to Isolde, “Hast 
thou thy mother’s arts forgot? Think’st thou that she who knows 
all secrets would have sent me with thee into a strange land with- 
out counsel?” — by which she means the philtre that is to ensure 
Isolde the love of King Marke. The true psychological significance 
of the potion has already been dwelt upon in the foregoing pages: 
it is not the prime cause of passion but the symbol of it. To think 
of the philtre in its material sense on each of the many occasions 
when the motive recurs later in the opera — for instance, in the 
prelude to the second act, or in the subtle transformation it under- 
goes in the introduction to the third act (No. 47) — is to fall into 
the rankest absurdity. 
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Again, although Wagner, in his letter to Frau Wesendonk, lets 
his fancy play upon the ivy and the vine in connection with our 
No. 4, we must not suppose for a moment that he originally 
shaped the theme with the intention of setting up any such per- 
manent connection in the listener's mind. For him it was simply 
another aspect of the predestined passion of the pair. He uses it, 
for example, when, after drinking the philtre, they fall at last into 
each other’s arms: 

No.8 
-( Animato_ = at eae TALES Ce 


Bass: Db 


Here any association of it with ivy and vine would manifestly be 
out of place. 
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The Prelude ends, as we have seen, with a suggestion in the 
cellos and basses of the heaving sea — a figure fraught with fore- 
boding. 

When the curtain rises, say the stage directions, we see Isolde’s 
“tent-like apartment on the fore-deck of a ship; it is richly hung 
with tapestries, which at first are quite closed in at the back; on 
one side a narrow companion ladder leads below. Isolde is on a 
couch, her face buried in the cushions. Brangaene, holding open 
a curtain, is looking over the side of the ship.” From the mast- 
head we hear the voice of an invisible young sailor, singing, as 
sailors will, a farewell to the girl he has left behind him: “West- 
ward turn my eyes; eastward the ship flies. A homeward wind is 
with us now: my Irish child, where waitest thou? Is it thy sighs, 
my maiden, wherewith my sails are laden? * Waft us, o wind! But 


1 Sind’s deiner Seufzer Wehen, 
die mir die Segel blahen? 


Wagner’s sketches show that these lines were originally preceded by two 
which he rejected later: 

dem englischen Gast 

auf 6dem Mast, 
(“for the English guest on the dreary mast”). The two discarded lines were 
also excluded from his imprint of the poem. 


215 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


alas for thee, my child, my Irish maid, thou wild, winsomest 
maid!”: 


Schiff. Frisch weltdex Wind .dar-s- Hei tual eds 


The curious little unaccompanied song is invariably taken too 
slowly. It is some minor tenor or other’s only chance during the 
entire evening to show what he can do; naturally he wants to 
make the most of it, and the conductor, instead of keeping him on 
a tight rein, too indulgently gives him his head. Wagner’s tempo 
marking is “moderately slow”, i.e., faster than the decidedly slow 
of the Prelude. The tenor, left to his own devices, is fairly sure to 
turn it into a spineless, rhythmless adagio. 

Isolde hears the song and reads into the “Irish maid” a Cornish 
jibe at herself, the captive of Tristan, the trophy destined for 
King Marke. A surge of No. 2B in the orchestra shows that the 
subject of all her brooding during the voyage — the wrong that 
has been done her by Tristan — has now come uppermost in her 
mind; and her anger at the Sailor’s words are expressed in a tur- 
bulent motive in octaves in the lower strings that will be drawn 
upon more than once in the course of the act: 


Dragged back violently to the world of reality she asks Brangaene 
distractedly where they are. A phrase from the Sailor’s song (No. 
9 A) now becomes a kind of Sea motive, the symbol of the transit 
from her home to an alien land. Above this foundation in the or- 
chestra Brangaene, unconscious of the storm that is raging in 
Isolde’s bosom, tells her with a certain satisfaction that the sea is 
smooth, the ship is sailing swiftly, and by evening they will touch 
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land, where, as the unsuspecting maid believes, a brilliant future 
awaits her adored mistress. “What land?” asks Isolde absently. 
“Cornwall’s verdant strand”, Brangaene replies. “Never!” cries 
Isolde passionately, revealing for the first time what had been 
festering in her heart all through the voyage: “not today nor to- 
morrow!” 

Brangaene, alarmed at this outburst, lets the curtain fall and 
runs anxiously to her side. Isolde breaks out into a violent denun- 
ciation of her own “degenerate race, unworthy of its fathers”. 
Where, she asks, is the famed power of her mother over sea and 
storm, that her child should be delivered up helpless to Ireland’s 
hated Cornish conquerors? As No. 1 B sounds in the orchestra she 
reproaches her mother for brewing nothing now but draughts of 
healing; she calls on the slumbering winds to obey her will — to 
whip up the dreaming sea to a fury of greed and make it devour 
the rich human prey the ship offers it: “Destroy this arrogant ship, 
engulf its shattered fragments! Take all that lives and breathes on 
it, ye winds, for your prize!” 

At last Brangaene senses that her mistress has been hiding some 
secret grief from her all this time. She loads her with endearments 


and begs her to tell her all: 


Without a tear 

from father and mother didst part thee, 
and scant farewell 

to friends and kindred gav'st. 


1 “Blue stripes [of land] have appeared in the west”, says Brangaene. It has 
often been pointed out that the Cornish land towards which she is looking 
lies not west but east of the ship. The slip of the pen probably came about 
through Wagner having changed the layout of the Prose Sketch at this point 
when he came to write the poem. In the former the song of the sailor at the 
mast-head had run thus: “Towards the west longs the heart; towards the east 
we sail. Fair the wind, smooth the voyage, calm the sea; blue stripes an- 
nounce the distant but ever-nearing coast of Cornwall.” Here Wagner’s ge- 
ography is correct. A few lines later Brangaene tells Isolde, in the Sketch, 
that “in the distance blue stripes are coming into view — probably the Cor- 
nish coast”, which again is correct. There was no necessity, however, for 
both the seaman and the maid to talk, within a minute or two of each other, 
of the appearance of the blue stripes. So in the poem Wagner reserved this 
announcement for Brangaene; but in a careless moment he carried over into 
her speech the “westward” from the sailor’s “westward turn my eyes”. 
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From thy home thou wentest 
mute and cold, 

pale and speechless; 
eat thou would st not, 
neither sleep; 

numb and wretched, 
wild, o’erwrought: 

o what sorrow 

thus to see thee, — 
thine no more to be, 
strangers thou and I! 


and she implores her “sweetest and dearest” to take her to her 
heart and into her trust. For the accompaniment to all this Wagner 
plays in various forms with an urgent new figure with which No. 
1 B is incorporated: 


No. nu 


— 


Brangaene’s appeal ends in a long-drawn cadence of melting 
sweetness and tenderness. 

Isolde’s only reply is a despairing cry of “Air, air, or my heart 
will burst! Open there! Open wide!”; and Brangaene quickly 
draws asunder the curtains in the middle of the ship, just at the 
moment when the young Sailor breaks once more into a frag- 
ment of his song. 


27 


Through the opening now made in the curtains we see to the 
stern of the ship,* with the sea stretching out beyond it to the 


* There has been a good deal of unnecessary controversy about the proper 
setting of the first act of the opera. The stage directions say that “we see 
right down the ship to the Steuerbord.” This has been taken in some quarters 
to mean that we see “to starboard”, and it has consequently been argued 
that the vessel should be shown not end-on to the spectator but slantwise. 
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horizon. Round the centre mast sailors are reclining, busied with 
ropes; further back, on the stern-deck, are recumbent groups of 
knights and squires; a little apart from them stands Tristan with 
folded arms, sunk in thought, looking out to sea; Kurvenal, his 
rough, fanatically faithful retainer, lies in a careless attitude at 
his feet. Isolde’s eyes at once settle on Tristan. In an aside, as if 
communing darkly with herself, she sings softly, to the strain of 
No. 1B, some words the mystical meaning of which is as yet 
known only to her — “Chosen [destined] to be mine, lost to me; 
peerless, proud; brave and craven! Death-devoted head! Death- 
devoted heart!” 


No. 12 


The melody and harmony of the phrases are those of No. 1 B, but 
they are given a new and extraordinary significance by the or- 
chestration and the dynamics — a shuddering tremolando in the 


The Prose Sketch, however, makes it abundantly clear that “Steuerbord” 
has not its modern nautical meaning here, but simply that of the place where 
the steering gear is. When Brangaene goes at Isolde’s command “along the 
deck to the Steuerbord” it does not mean that she takes a list to starboard 
but simply that she goes to the spot where Tristan is standing by the helm. 
So again when Isolde, during the dialogue between the maid and Tristan, 
“keeps her gaze immovably fixed nach dem Steuerbord”, it means not that 
she keeps her eyes glued to starboard but that she looks steadily at the spot 
—the steering place — where Tristan is. “Steuer” is the German for “helm”, 
“rudder”. The verb “steuern” means “to steer”. 
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muted violins and violas, with a crescendo surge in each phrase. 
Winding its way through this texture we hear No. 1 A in the poign- 
ant quiet tones of a cor anglais. The passage culminates in 
a harsh fortissimo chord in the wood wind at “Todgeweihtes 
Haupt” (“Death-devoted head”), ending in a sudden hush and 
a solemn harmony in the brass at “Haupt”, while at the end of 
“Todgeweihtes Herz” (“Death-devoted heart”) the orchestra sub- 
sides again into the original fateful shudder in the muted strings: 


No.13 Tod——-_-—s-ge-weih - tes Haupt! _—__ 


GS 


Then Isolde becomes conscious of her surroundings again. Par- 
tially recovering her proud poise, she asks Brangaene, with a 
nervous, uncanny laugh, what she thinks of the menial* there, 
“the hero who averts in shame and fear his eyes from mine”. 
The simple, unsuspecting maid sings the praises of Tristan as the 
flower of knighthood. “Yet”, replies Isolde, “in craven fear he 
shuns my presence while he carries home the corpse of a bride he 
has won for his lord.” Does Brangaene doubt this? Let her then 
ask this “free man” if he dares at last approach his lady with the 
1 The usual convenient English translation of the line, “Was haltst du von 
dem Knechte?” is “What think’st thou of the knight there?” But “Knecht” 
carries the meaning not of “knight” but of “menial”: “knight” misses the 
scorn of Isolde’s reference to the man who, instead of boldly declaring him- 


self her lover, behaves only as the respectful servant of his King and the 
foreign Princess. 
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‘ homage due to her—a duty and a courtesy he has neglected all 
through the voyage, so full of fear is he, this peerless hero. “Oh, 
well he knows why! To the proud one go: take him his lady’s 
word — let him, as my servitor, at once approach me.” “Shall I 
ask him?” says Brangaene timidly. “No, command him!” is the 
proud reply: “I, Isolde, bid the stubborn one do my willl” 

Obeying her imperious gesture, Brangaene goes humbly past 
the sailors to where Tristan is standing: Isolde strides back to her 
couch, where she remains throughout the episode that follows, 
her eyes never leaving the little group in the stern of the ship. In 
the orchestra we hear the Sea motive as Brangaene slowly ap- 
proaches Tristan, who is still motionless, lost in his thoughts. 
Kurvenal, without rising, plucks at his master’s cloak with an 
ironic “Beware, Tristan! A message from Isolde!”. Tristan, torn 
from his dream, makes a convulsive movement, but at once re- 
covers himself and inclines his head courteously as the messenger 
nears him. 

In what immediately follows there is no interplay of musical 
motives, for it has no psychological bearing on anything that has 
gone before or anything that will come after; it is just a conversa- 
tion, conducted quietly to the accompaniment of simple har- 
monies. Tristan throughout is fencing with Brangaene; he is the 
soul of courtesy to her and to her mistress, but he has no inten- 
tion of letting himself be diverted from his prudent resolve not to 
hold converse with Isolde while the voyage lasts. What, he asks 
the maid, is his lady’s will? He is at her service; whatever she may 
command he will obey. If the voyage has irked her, it will soon 
be over, for before night falls they will reach the land. There, in 
the green meadows beyond the blue haze of the sea, the King 
awaits his bride; and to conduct her to him will be Tristan’s high 
privilege and his alone. The more importunate Brangaene be- 
comes the more evasive are his replies, the calmer and more 
distant his courtesy. The noble and lovely princess can dispose of 
him in every way but one — for how, if he leaves the helm, can 
he steer the ship in safety to King Marke’s land? 


No.14 


i-cher den Kiel zu Ki-nig Marke’s Land? 
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The maid, in desperation, repeats Isolde’s imperious summons; 
but before Tristan can speak Kurvenal leaps to his feet with a 
pugnacious “May I make answer?”. “What answer would you 
give?” asks Tristan quietly. “This!” replies Kurvenal. “Let her 
speak thus to Dame Isolde; it is not for him who won for the 
Irish maid the crown of Cornwall and the realm of England to do 
more than conduct her to his royal uncle, for whom she is in- 
tended. Tristan the hero is famed throughout the world. Thus 
speak I; go thou [Brangaene] and repeat it, let a thousand Isoldes 
rage at it if they willl” 

The whole character of Kurvenal as he appears later in the 
opera — the brave, rough watch-dog, living only in and for his 
beloved master — is limned in this song of his, the intervals and 
harmonies of which are as rugged and forthright as himself: 


No.15 


Wer Korn - walls Krom und Eng - lands 


Erb’ an = Irelands Maid ver- macht, 


As he goes on to sing before all the crew the story, so hateful 
in Isolde’s ears, of Ireland’s abasement and hers, Brangaene turns 
sadly on her heel. Tristan tries to restrain Kurvenal by a gesture, 
but he continues at the top of his voice with the savoury tale of 
how Morold came across the sea to take tribute from Cornwall, 
how Tristan slew him in single combat on an island, and how the 
dead man’s head was sent back to Ireland as the sole payment 
that Cornwall would deign to make to the Irish king. “Hail to our 
Tristan”, he concludes, “who pays tribute in a fashion of his 
own!”; and the knights and sailors repeat with glee the final 
wounding words of the song: 


No. 16 


Hei! un-ser Held Tris-tan, wie der Zins zah- len kann! 
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~ At Jast Tristan, with a gesture of annoyance, sends his gruff old 
henchman below. 
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Brangaene, confused and distressed, has returned to Isolde. 
She closes the curtains behind her in the vain hope of shutting 
out from her mistress the sight and sound of the men. Isolde 
rises with a gesture of rage and despair, while the maid throws 
herself at her feet with a cry of “Woe, ah, woe is me, that I should 
have to suffer this!” For a moment Isolde does not speak, but 
the storm within her is expressed by some furious bars in the 
orchestra. Mastering herself, she insists on Brangaene telling her 
all that had passed between her and Tristan. When the maid 
gives the latter’s smooth excuse, “Did I for a moment leave the 
helm, how could I steer the ship in safety to Cornwall and King 
Marke?” Isolde repeats the words and the music of the answer 
(No. 14) with bitter irony: “Yes”, she says harshly, “to lay at the 
King’s feet the tribute [herself] he had wrung from Ireland!” — 
sung to the strain of the corresponding passage in Kurvenal’s 
song. But when Brangaene would repeat the rest of Kurvenal’s 
insulting words Isolde cuts her short. “That have I heard”, she 
says; “not a word of it escaped me. You heard my shame; hear 
now, then, how it was wrought.” Her final words are accompa- 
nied by a furious upward rush in the orchestra: 
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which, it will be seen, is an expansion of No. 1B; and it is one 
more proof that we must not read into that motive anything so 
narrow in its application as the notion of the “magic art” of 
Isolde’s mother: the theme has many a significance beyond that. 

Isolde now begins the long monologue that is sometimes sung 
in the concert room under the title of “Isolde’s Narration to 
Brangaene”. It serves a treble purpose: it carries the drama on to 
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its next vital phase, it explains and justifies Isolde’s anger over 
the scene that has just been enacted, and it places the spectator 
in possession of most of the essential facts anterior to the opera. 

The Narration is based mostly on subtle modifications of the 
opening phrase (No 1A) of the Prelude, the motive more par- 
ticularly associated with Tristan and his sorrows. It now assumes 
the following form: 


No.18 


cece dpacascsecsospessesessssaeseseseseece 


and is generally referred to as the motive of the Sick Tristan. It 
weaves for some time a symphonic web of its own in the orchestra 
as Isolde tells Brangaene how once a frail boat had drifted to the 
Irish coast, with a man in it calling himself Tantris, sick nigh to 
death, who had come to consult the far-famed healing art of the 
Irish princess (here No. 1 B is heard in the wood wind ); how, after 
healing his wounds, she had learned, from the splinter and the 
notch in his sword, that he was no Tantris but the Tristan who 
had slain Morold. No. 18 goes through some moving metamor- 
phoses — beginning each time in a gust of fury but always dying 
away at the end of the phrase — as Isolde describes how a voice 
within her had called to her to kill this man, who was Ireland’s 
deadliest enemy, and she had stood over him with the sword 
raised to take vengeance for Morold, when of a sudden he looked 
up, not at the sword, not at her hand, but into her eyes, and his 
wretchedness melted her heart and the sword fell from her grasp. 
As she begins this part of her story the tempest in the orchestra 
dies down, and we hear No. 18 in a peculiarly poignant form: 


eee Molto moderato 
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' The scoring is noteworthy, but one rarely finds the full expres- 
siveness of it realised in performance. The melody is sung by the 
violas, with the violins beneath them; the tenor part of our quo- 
tation is entrusted to the ’cellos, where the curious sob of the 
dotted note and the following slur, if properly brought out, is ex- 
traordinarily moving. At the words “He looked into my eyes” we 
hear No. 2 B in the expressive tones of a solo viola. 

Still to the accompaniment of No. 18 Isolde tells how she tended 
the sick man again, that he might go home healed and rid her of the 
anguish of that look. And so the conquering Tristan (No. 16) had 
left her and Ireland, after having sworn a thousand oaths of grat- 
itude and fidelity. “Hear now”, she says bitterly, “how a knight 
keeps his oath!” He whom she had protected as Tantris and al- 
lowed to go away unscathed, unrecognised by her kindred, had 
returned in pomp and pride as Tristan, to solicit the hand of the 
Irish princess for Cornwall's old and weary King, his uncle King 
Marke. Had Morold lived, who would have dared to put that insult 
on Ireland and on her? And it was herself who had wrought her 
own shame; “the avenging sword! instead of striking with it I let it 
fall from my feeble hand; and now I am thrall to him who was my 
vassal!” Through all this we hear frequently the motive of Isolde’s 
anger (No. 10). 
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After an astonished interjection from Brangaene she renews her 
complaint. They had all of them been weak and blind, she says. 
Tristan had been a traitor; while she had hidden from her own 
kindred all she knew and felt in the troubled silence of her heart, 
he had returned to Cornwall and sung her praises to the court as 
a splendid morsel for the King, and had himself offered to go to 
Ireland and bring her back with him. In this part of the Narrative 
two motives are dominant, that of Tristan as conqueror of Ireland 
(No. 16), and a triplet figure of this type: 
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which had been heard in an earlier part of the Narration but 
now assumes greater prominence; Wagner makes it express now 
rage, now tenderness, now deep suffering. Isolde’s outburst ends 
with a wild curse on the traitor and a call for vengeance on his 
head. 

Brangaene runs to her mistress in an access of tenderness, 
draws her gently to the couch, and pours out words of comfort, 
to a new and tender figure in the orchestra: 


a eS = 
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But she still cannot unravel the complex of emotion in Isolde’s 
heart. Her simple mind finds what Tristan has done quite nat- 
ural; how better could he show his loyalty to his King than by 
bringing him so fair a bride, and how better prove his gratitude to 
the princess who had saved his life than by conducting her to a 
splendid throne? But when Isolde finds speech again it is clear that 
she has hardly been listening to Brangaene. Looking fixedly before 
her, as if staring into a future visible only to herself, she says in a 
low, brooding tone, “I, unloved, to have ever before my eyes the 
noblest man of all! How could I endure that torture?” 

Once more the maid misunderstands her; she takes these words 
to refer to the noble King Marke. The orchestral tissue seems one 
long caress: 
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as she asks where in all the world there lives a man who could see 
Isolde and not love her and gladly die for her? But in the worst 
case, were the King cold, or turned against her by magic, Bran- 
gaene is the custodian of the secret of a stronger magic that will 
bind him to Isolde by a spell. Lowering her voice confidentially 
she asks, to the accompaniment of No. 1B in the orchestra, 
“Know’st thou not thy mother’s arts? Thinkst thou that she who 
knows and weighs all things would have sent me with thee into a 
strange land without counsel for thee in the hour of need?” 


80 


Well is Isolde aware of the love philtre her mother has brewed 
to ensure her the love of the old King. But she ignores the obvi- 
ous meaning of Brangaene’s words and gives them one of her own. 
“Truly I know”, she says darkly, “my mother’s counsel, and her 
arts I prize. They can accomplish vengeance for betrayal and 
bring rest to the heart in anguish” — this to the significant motive 
of “Death-devoted head! Death-devoted heart!” (No. 18). “That 
casket there — bring it hither to me!” Still misunderstanding her, 
Brangaene does so: “it holds”, she says soothingly as she points to 
the phials it contains, “what will bring the balm thou need’st to 
thy soul”; but the orchestra, with the motives No. 4 and No. 5, 
gives another significance to her words than the one her simple 
mind intends. “Here they lie as thy mother laid them out, the 
mighty magical potions — balsam for woe and wounds, for griev- 
ous poisons antidotes, and” — as she draws one of the phials from 
the casket — “here the noblest draught of all.” 

“Thou err’st”, replies Isolde; “I know better the one I need.” 
She seizes another of the phials and holds it up: “This draught it 
is that serves my end! I graved a secret sign upon it”; and beneath 
the outline of No. 1 B in wood wind, horns and tremolandi strings 
we hear, in the dark colours of the bassoons, trombones and bass 
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tuba, the sinister motive of Death (No. 3, bar 4), beginning 
softly but quickly swelling to a fortissimo. “The draught of 
Death!” cries Brangaene, recoiling in horror. Isolde starts from the 
couch in panic as the sailors are heard shouting roughly to each 
other to go aloft and take in sail: the moment so long dreaded by 
her has arrived — the ship is nearing the Cornish land. 

The rhythmical cry of the crew: 

No. 23 


and a brisk handling of the Sea motive in the orchestra fill the 
scene with excitement; and the intrusion of the real world upon 
Isolde’s broodings is carried a step further by Kurvenal, who 
comes boisterously through the curtain roaring a message from 
his master that the two women are to make themselves ready for 
the landing. For a moment Isolde recoils aghast; then, recovering 
her regal self-mastery, she quietly but firmly bids Kurvenal take 
Tristan her greetings and a message: she will not stand by his side 
to be conducted to King Marke until, as ancient custom pre- 
scribes, he has made atonement to her for a wrong as yet unex- 
piated. To this the rough old warrior replies merely with a de- 
fiant and insolent gesture. Isolde repeats her words, still calmly, 
but with an added emphasis: she will not prepare herself, she 
will not stand at Tristan’s side, until her forgetfulness and for- 
giveness have been granted for a dire wrong unatoned; let the 
knight then come and ask her grace. The quiet resolution of her 
words is underlined by a steady beat in the orchestral accom- 
paniment. 
81 


Kurvenal is quelled into obedience, but is still defiant: he will 
take her message, he blusters, but let her wait and see what kind 
of answer his master gives! When he has left, Isolde turns quickly 
to her maid and takes her into a feverish embrace. “Now fare- 
well, Brangaene!” she cries; “greet for me the world; greet for me 
father and mother!” Brangaene does not understand, “What is it? 
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Would’st thou flee? Whither am I to follow thee?” Once more the 
sinister motive of Death surges up from the depths of the orches- 
tra as Isolde makes her purpose clear to her. She is not fleeing; 
she will await Tristan here; Brangaene is to obey her in every- 
thing to the letter, and first of all prepare the drink of atonement 
and peace. All this time the Death motive — our clue to what is 
really in her mind — has become more and more insistent; at last 
it finds its culmination in the motive of Desire (No. 1 B) as Isolde 
takes the fateful phial from the casket and hands it to the maid. 
Wagner's use of the motive at this point is one more proof that for 
him it does not signify merely a product of the magic art of the 
Irish Queen, designed to fill the veins of Isolde and King Marke 
with passion. For Wagner, as for Isolde, Desire is the gateway to 
Death, and Death the sublimation of Desire. 

At long last everything becomes clear to Brangaene. She takes 
the deadly phial in her hand and throws herself in terror and hor- 
ror at her mistress’s feet. The imperious Isolde subdues her as she 
had subdued Kurvenal. With bitter irony she flings in Bran- 
gaene’s face the maid’s own words in an earlier scene, giving 
them now a new application: “Know’st thou not my mother’s 
artsP Think’st thou that she who knows and weighs all things 
would have sent me with thee into a strange land without counsel 
for me in the hour of need? Balsam for woe and wounds has the 
Queen given; for deadly poisons antidotes; and for the deepest 
woe and greatest grief of all—the draught of Death; let Death 
now give her thanks!”, which the orchestra points with a statement 
of the “Death-devoted head! Death-devoted heart!” motive. 

Hardly knowing what she is saying, Brangaene echoes in 
stricken tones Isolde’s “O deepest woe! O greatest grief!”, while 
the oboe wails over a string tremolo and the basses project the 
sombre outline of the motive of Death: 


Cellos & Basses (8%° lower) a —_— 
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She raises herself, frightened and bewildered, as Kurvenal enters 
with a brusque announcement of “Sir Tristan!”. For a moment 
Isolde’s old anger flames out again; then she says calmly and 
proudly, “Sir Tristan may approach!” Kurvenal withdraws, and 
the trembling Brangaene retires to the back of the scene. Isolde, 
mastering herself with a mighty effort, walks slowly and with 
royal dignity across to the couch, on the head of which she leans, 
her eyes fixed on the opening in the curtain. 
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In the few moments that elapse before Tristan appears and the 
characters find speech again the orchestra conveys the tremen- 
dous inner tension of the situation in an impressive passage of 
thirty bars commencing thus: 


The new motive shown in the opening bars of this quotation 
has been given different labels by different commentators. Be- 
cause it is associated later with Tristan’s words when he takes 
the fateful cup from Isolde: 


Tristan’s honour — 
highest trothl 
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Tristan’s anguish — 
proudest scorn! 


it is called by some the motive of Tristan’s honour. Others have 
dubbed it the Morold motive, because it recurs when Isolde 
speaks of Morold. If one prefers to call it the motive of Isolde’s 
anger one does so purely as a matter of convenient shorthand. As 
with so many of Wagner's motives, it is simple in itself but com- 
plex in its range of psychological reference. On the broad view, it 
is the expression of Isolde’s anger and her thirst for revenge for 
the slaying of Morold; but as this anger and this thirst trail other 
ideas and emotions along with them from moment to moment, 
and as there is always something at the back of her mind that 
does not reveal itself in her words — which, indeed, are some- 
times designed less to express her thoughts than to conceal them 
—the precise nuance of its meaning is to be sought elsewhere 
than in the words — in the music. 

This is a point that has to be constantly borne in mind in con- 
nection with the dramas of Wagner’s maturity. As the musician 
in him grew to greater power it aimed more and more at making 
the drama music’s own concern. His aim was to reduce words to a 
minimum; and in trying to do this his poems, in and by them- 
selves, sometimes veil his meaning rather than disclose it. This is 
particularly the case in Tristan; there are many passages which 
we have to read again and again, not merely by their own light 
but by that thrown on them by some perhaps distant part of the 
drama, before we can pierce to the real meaning of them, or all 
the meanings they can convey. Wagner was perfectly aware of this 
difficulty, and his answer to friends who, after reading his text, 
drew his attention to it was always the same — “Wait until you 
hear the work with the music; that will make everything plain to 
you, in terms, however, not of words, which are a clumsy tool cre- 
ated by human reflection, but of feeling; for music, which comes 
from the foundations, not the surface, of man and things, is ca- 
pable of a thousand shades of suggestion that are beyond the 
capacity of words.” * If we apply his advice to “wait for the music” 
to the present case our difficulty with regard to finding a label for 


1 J am of course condensing and paraphrasing a number of his remarks on 
this subject at different times. 
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example No. 25 vanishes: it symbolises not just Morold qua Mor- 
old, or Tristan, or anyone or anything else with a fixed material 
outline, but the obsession of fury that has been taking more and 
more complete control of Isolde’s soul from the moment when 
Tristan had claimed her, in Ireland, as King Marke’s bride, to the 
present moment when, hardly knowing herself whether she loves 
or hates Tristan more, she is bent on making an end of herself and 
of him. Within that broad framework of complex passion there is 
room for an infinitude of nuance of thought and emotion from 
moment to moment; and that is where music comes into its own. 
For music can not only express, where feeling is concerned, far 
more than words; it can, if need be, subtly give the lie to the 
words that accompany it—as Gluck pointed out to his critics 
long ago in connection with a famous episode in his Iphigenia in 
Tauris. 


383 


To resume our survey of the opera. 

As yet, while Isolde has told us a good deal about herself, and 
about others as they appear in her eyes, we have learned next to 
nothing about Tristan from his own mouth; and even during the 
remainder of the first act he scarcely lifts a corner of the veil that 
hides his secret self from us. Yet he is not, as the casual spectator 
is apt to think, a merely negative character all this while. One 
critic has told us that in the scene with Isolde that now follows he 
is “as helpless as a bird in the claws of a cat”. It is true that Isolde 
does most of the talking, in tirade after tirade, Tristan making no 
attempt to match her in either fluency or vehemence or even to 
counter her in argument. But if his réle is largely one of silence, 
or of an economy of speech that is hardly more than a nuance of 
silence, that is by no means because he is merely the helpless 
negative to Isolde’s vehement positive. He is silent not because he 
has nothing to say but because he has far more within him than 
he can find words for at present. 

The key to his reticence will not be given us until the second 
act. Here, in the first, we hear Isolde’s case against him stated in 
full: his defence we do not hear, because if he were to allow him- 
self the luxury of stating it he would be false to what it is in him 
that makes him most truly Tristan. Superficially Isolde is justified 


232 


TRISTAN AND ISOLDE 


in her charge of treachery against him: out of pity she had spared 
his life when it would have been so easy for her to slay the Corn- 
ish enemy who had vanquished Morold and humbled her country, 
and he had repaid her, on his return home, by singing the praises 
of her beauty to King Marke, and then coming once more to Ire- 
land to carry her back with him as a sort of rich tribute to the 
royal house of Cornwall. But Tristan had acted as he had done in 
the name of the loftiest of knightly principles, that of honour. To 
give Cornwall internal peace he had put away from himself the 
succession to Marke’s crown; he had brought his noble benefactor 
the fairest jewel among princesses to be his Queen and to bear 
him an heir, he himself, his mission accomplished, intending to 
leave Cornwall afterwards for ever. 

But to make a parade of his honour now would be to lapse from 
his own lofty standard of honour; so he says nothing in reply to 
Isolde’s furious upbraidings. He himself, indeed, is as yet not 
fully aware of the true meaning, the mystical meaning, of the 
dilemma in which he now finds himself, how it is that in willing 
the highest good he has wrought the direst harm. The full con- 
sciousness of all this only comes to him, and to us, in the second 
act: the world of Day in which he had been living until now has 
cheated him into acceptance of its own false values. Worldly 
fame and even worldly honour, he realises at last, are only the 
glittering simulacra of things really beautiful and worthy and de- 
sirable; the ultimate and only value is Love — not earthly love but 
a mystical consummation that can be found only in Death. Three 
times in the course of the drama we shall find him deliberately 
seeking death as the gateway to a purer happiness than the shows 
and gauds of earth can ever bring him after having learned to 
know Isolde — first when he accepts what he believes to be death 
in the cup she proffers him, then when he lowers his own sword 
before the thrust of Melot’s. At his third attempt, at the end of the 
drama, he succeeds; when, to the worldly eye, he has attained the 
summit of his desire in the reunion with Isolde, he tears the ban- 
dages from his wounds and dies in her arms. Lovers such as they 
can never, in their own language in the second act, be wholly one 
in the garish Light of Day, but only in the ecstatic Night of 
Death. 
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The motive of Isolde’s anger (No. 25) may be said to dominate 
the scene now to be enacted, though of course a number of other 
motives with which we are already familiar, and especially the 
“Death-devoted head” motive and that of the Sick Tristan, play 
their psychological parts in the orchestral texture. Tristan enters 
halfway through the orchestral interlude that commences as in 
No. 25. For a moment he stands respectfully at the entrance to 
Isolde’s apartment. Her agitation increases as he comes slowly 
towards her, and an upsurge of the Death motive in the orchestra 
tells us what is the purpose at the back of her mind. 

Tristan asks quietly why she has sent for him. Her reply is that 
he must know that full well, even though the fear of having to 
obey her will has kept him discourteously aloof from her through- 
out the voyage. He pleads, in excuse, his respect for her: in his 
country, he says, knightly custom dictates that he who brings the 
bride home must remain apart from her. She reminds him of a 
custom no less binding — that atonement must be made to foes if 
they are to be turned into friends. He professes not to under- 
stand: “Who then is my foe?” he says. “Ask of thy fear!” she re- 
torts; “between us lies blood-guilt.” “No”, Tristan rejoins; “that 
feud was ended by the solemn oath of us all, taken in the open 
field.” “Not by me!” replies Isolde; “for I had learned silence.” 
She has had to do with two Tristans, she continues. The earlier 
one was the sick Tantris whom she had spared when he was in 
her power, though she knew him to be the slayer of Morold: yet 
even when checking the sword in its descent she had sworn 
within herself to have vengeance. “Betrothed he was to me, the 
noble Irish hero. His weapons had I blessed. For me he fared 
forth to fight. When he fell, shamed too was I. In my soul’s dire 
anguish I swore an oath—he should be avenged, if not by a 
man’s hand then by mine.” At this point we hear a new figure in 
the violas that plays a prominent part in the texture for a while: 
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It is impossible to label it definitely; to call it, as some analysts 
have done, the “motive of psychical excitement” is to say no more 
than that it gives an extra orchestral emphasis to Isolde’s exas- 
perated words, now and later. 

Then she begins to be a trifle self-contradictory. Hardly have 
the words “if not by a man’s hand then by mine, a maid’s” left her 
lips than she veers round to another line of attack. “You were in 
my power, sick and faint”, she says; “why did I not strike thee 
then?” The answer she gives to her own question is a curious one: 
it reads thus in Mr. Frederick Jameson’s translation, which, 
though not strictly true to the original, we may adopt for con- 
venience’ sake: “Thy wound I tended that, when hale and strong, 
then vengeance might strike thee down, by a hand that Isolde 
should choose.” * But, she continues, since all men join in paying 
homage to Tristan, who is there to strike him down? 

Tristan, pale and gloomy, replies: “If Morold was so dear to 
thee, take my sword” — which he draws from its sheath and of- 
fers to her, — “grasp it firmly and wield it better than that other 
time”. Isolde answers that King Marke would have small cause to 
thank her were she to slay the best of his knights, who had won 
him his crown and his land and is now bringing him his Irish bride. 
Her tone is bitter and ironic; but, as is Wagner’s way, the or- 
chestra, in a curiously softened transformation of No. 25: 


1 “She states the reason why she did not slay him when he was in her power”, 
says Mr. G. Ainslie Hight, “in language so strange that I can only give a 
literal translation: ‘I nursed the wounded man that, when restored to health, 
the man who won him from Isolde should smite him in vengeance’. Such is 
the German; what it means I must confess myself unable to explain, and can 
only suspect some corruption in the text.” 

The German runs thus: 


Ich pflag des Wunden, 
dass den Heilgesunden 
rachend schliige der Mann, 
der Isolden ihn abgewann. 


My own conjecture is that the accusative “ihn” should be the ablative “ihm”, 
in spite of the fact that “ihn” appears not only in the poem but in the scores, 
including the manuscript of the orchestral score. I take it that what Isolde 
means is this: “I tended your wounds in order that when you were sound 
again you should be struck down in vengeance by a man [some future lover] 
who had won Isolde from you.” 
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7 
Moderato 


oO 


tells us that her anger with him is not so great as her words would 
suggest. “Put up thy sword”, she continues; “once I raised it 
against thee, when thy measuring gaze was turned on me to judge 
if I were a fitting wife for the King. But I let the sword fall from 
my hand: now let us twain drink atonement.” 


35 


The dramatic action is mounting to its climax. The orchestra 
gives out a solemn statement of the Death motive (No. 3, bars 4 
and 5) in conjunction with No. 26, as Isolde makes a sign to 
Brangaene to prepare the draught. The horror-stricken maid can 
hardly bring herself to obey, but Isolde urges her on with nervous 
gestures. The psychological tension of the scene is broken in upon 
for a moment by a loud cry from the seamen, “Ho-he-ha-he! All 
hands aloft! Take in sail!”, to the strain of No. 23; and Brangaene’s 
anguish is painted in the oboe figure (see No. 24) to the accom- 
paniment of which, in an earlier scene, she had wailed “O deepest 
woe! O greatest grief!” when Isolde had commanded her to pre- 
pare not the love elixir but the potion of death. 

The shouts of the sailors rouse Tristan from his sombre brood- 
ing. “Where are we?” he ejaculates convulsively. “Near the goal!” 
replies Isolde; and the subtle double meaning of the word “goal” 
— the outer one of reaching the Cornish land and the inner, veiled 
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.one of nearing their own last hour — is brought out by the orches- 
tra with an enunciation of the “Death-devoted head! Death-de- 
voted heart!” motive in dark wood wind colours. “Tristan”, she 
continues, “shall I be given atonement? What word hast thou for 
me now?” His reply is an antithetical play upon words: 


Des Schweigens Herrin 

heisst mich schweigen: — 
fass’ ich, was sie verschwieg, 
verschweig’ ich, was sie nicht fasst. 


(“The mistress of silence commands me silence. What she con- 
cealed I can grasp; but what I concealed she cannot grasp.”) That 
is to say, he had long ago divined the love for him that she had 
endeavoured to conceal under a mask of enmity; but the sense of 
honour that forbade him to confess his own love for the King’s 
bride she does not understand, nor can he speak of it. 

But Isolde reads, or professes to read, a meaning of her own 
into his words. “Thy silence I grasp”, she says; “thou wouldst 
fain evade the issue between thee and me. Wilt thou not make 
atonement?” The cries of the sailors break in harshly once more. 
Brangaene, in response to an impatient gesture from her mistress, 
brings the cup — not of death but of love — to Isolde, who takes it 
from her and strides towards Tristan. “We are nigh our goal”, 
she says again; “in a moment we shall be standing before King 
Marke”; and to these last words she gives an ironic inflection. 
Then she plays her last card: “Were it not well that thou couldst 
say to him: “My lord and uncle, look upon her! A gentler wife 
thou couldst not find. I slew her lover and sent her his head. My 
wound she healed in kindness. My life was in her power, but the 
gentle maid gave it to me. Her country’s dishonour and shame — 
these too she gave that she might become thy bride. And these 
gracious thanks for worthy gifts I earned by a sweet draught of 
atonement, graciously offered me by her in expiation of all my 
guilt’ ”. 

She says all this quietly, for the time for storming is past; and 
the deceptive surface-placidity of her words is reflected in the or- 


1 The passage was evidently a stumbling-block to some of Wagner’s con- 
temporaries, for we find him patiently explaining it in 1876 to a correspond- 
ent. 


237 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 
chestra, which plays in one honeyed modulation after another 
upon a variant of No. 26: 


No. 28 
Moderato 


e 
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It is only the muttering of the Death motive towards the end of 
her appeal, as she speaks of the “sweet draught of atonement”, 
that lets us see what is really in her mind. 


36 


Again there comes from the ship’s crew a shout of “Stand by 
the cable! Let go the anchor!” For a moment the seaman in Tris- 
tan is recalled by habit to the real world: “Drop the anchor!” he 
cries wildly; “put the helm round to the tide! Furl the sails to the 
wind!” Then he turns to Isolde, takes the cup from her hands, and 
for the first time in the whole scene finds words for what had been 
locked in his breast: “Well do I know Ireland’s Queen and the 
magic might of her arts. Once, of old, I took for my weal the bal- 
sam she gave me; now I accept from her the cup that will bring 
me full and final healing this very day.’ Here is my atonement- 
oath: I give it thee with thanks; mark thou it well. ‘To Tristan’s hon- 
our — supremest troth! To Tristan’s distress — boldest defiance!’ ? 


1 The Prose Sketch makes it clearer than the poem does that Tristan is fully 
aware that there is death in the cup. The Sketch runs thus at this point: 
“Healing potions she brewed for me, balsam to heal all wounds, even the 
most mortal”, — that is to say, not the physical wound that Morold had once 
dealt him but the unendurable suffering which his hopeless love for Isolde 
had brought him. And to the words “blessed be this draught thou proffer’st 
me” Wagner added later in parentheses, “whatever marvel it may work in 
me, whether it takes me to hell or to heaven”. 

2 Wagner’s economy of words has obscured his meaning for most readers 
of the passage. The German runs thus: 


Tristans Ehre — 
hochster Treu’! 
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‘ Heart's delusion; dream of presage! Sole balsam for endless grief! 
Kindly cup of oblivion, I drain thee without flinching”; and as he 
raises the “cup of oblivion” to his lips the orchestra gives out 
again the significant motive of “Death-devoted head! Death-de- 
voted heart!” He drinks what he imagines to be the fatal draught. 
Isolde wrests the cup from him with a cry of “Betrayed here too? 
Mine the half! Traitor, I drink to thee!” The orchestra gives out a 
passionate statement of the “Look” motive; in what the pair be- 
lieve to be their last hour their thoughts go back to the moment 
that had been the decisive point in their lives— when Isolde 
stayed her hand because of what she read in the helpless man’s 
eyes. 

Then follows the episode — generally an awkward one on the 
stage — that makes heavier demands on the singers as actors than 
any other situation in Wagner’s works, demands which not one 
Tristan or Isolde in a hundred can meet. The slow operation of 
the philtre, the clearing away of the mists from their tortured 
brains, the gradual recognition that the barriers are down at last 
and the love of each for the other cannot and need not be any 
longer concealed, are depicted in reminiscences in the orchestra 
of the opening bars of the prelude to the opera, the characters re- 
maining silent. The stage directions run thus: “Seized with shud- 
dering, excited but motionless, they look fixedly into each other's 
eyes, in which the expression of defiance of death soon gives way 
to the glow of love. Trembling seizes them; they clutch convul- 
sively at their breasts and pass their hands over their foreheads. 
Then their eyes again seek each the other’s; for a moment they 
sink in confusion, then fix themselves again on each other with in- 
creasing longing.” 

At last, to the strains of No. 2 and No. 4, they ejaculate “Tris- 
tan!” “Isolde!” “Faithless dear one!” “Most blessed of women!” 
They fall into each other’s arms. The orchestra lashes itself into a 


Tristans Elend — 
kiihnster Trotz! 


“Ehre” (honour) and “Elend” (distress) may be either nominatives or da- 
tives. It is in the latter sense that we must take them: Tristan’s meaning, in 
more expanded terms, is this: “In taking this oath and drinking this draught 
I am supremely faithful to my honour, and I hurl defiance in the face of my 
misery”. 
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passion which, it now seems, it has been holding in leash ever 
since the first bars of the prelude: No. 4 is marked no longer 
“slow and with yearning” but “animato, with a crescendo of pas- 
sion”. The ship’s crew strike in with an excitement of their own as 
a trumpet fanfare, ringing out from the land, announces that the 
ship bearing the King and his retinue has come in sight. Bran- 
gaene, who has been standing at the side of the ship, her face 
averted in confusion and horror, turns round at the brazen clang 
of the trumpets and the sailors’ jubilant shouts of “Hail, King 
Marke, hail!” She sees the world-forgetting lovers locked in an em- 
brace, and rushes forward, wringing her hands in despair; for she 
foresees all the tragic consequences of her substitution of the 
love potion for the draught of death. “Woe! Woe!” she cries; “not 
death but inescapable, endless woe! This well-meant deceit of 
mine, the work of my foolish fidelity, now wails to high heaven!” 


37 


But Tristan and Isolde neither see nor hear Brangaene and the 
others; they are lost in their brooding upon their self-delusion in 
the past and the dazzling illumination that has suddenly come to 
them. Tristan’s honour, Isolde’s shame, what meaning has all this 
now? they ask themselves and each other. How could they have 
been so blind? There is no room in their hearts at this moment for 
anything but supreme joy; and the orchestra envelops their ec- 
static cries in a rich texture derived from the prelude, with the 
old yearning, however, now changed into rapture. 

But once more the world of crude reality breaks in upon them. 
The curtains across the centre of the stage are flung wide apart, 
showing the whole ship thronged with knights and sailors, shout- 
ing and making jubilant gestures towards the land, where we 
now see a cliff crowned with a majestic castle. 

Brangaene forces herself between the lovers, who are still blind 
and deaf to everyone and everything but themselves, and throws 
the royal mantle round the tranced and passive Isolde. The shouts 
of the men on the ship, “Hail, King Marke!”, are borne upon an 


1 Biilow, in his piano score of the opera, has shirked the problem of in- 
corporating the fanfare in the complex harmonic texture. He merely inserts 
the stage direction “Trumpets on the stage”. 
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- exuberant version of the Sea motive (No. 9 A) and more fanfares 
in trumpets and trombones. Kurvenal enters, in high spirits, to 
tell Tristan that the King is nearing them in a boat, rejoiced at the 
arrival of his bride. The dazed Tristan can only ejaculate “Who 
is coming? What King?” His clouded eyes mechanically follow 
Kurvenal’s pointing finger, while Isolde turns to Brangaene with 
a bewildered cry of “What call is that? Where am I? Do I live? 
What was the draught you gave us?” “The draught of love!” is the 
maid’s despairing answer. Then at last the full horror of her 
earthly destiny dawns on Isolde. She falls on Tristan’s breast with 
a despairing cry of “Tristan! Must I still live, then?”, while a great 
tragic cry is wrung from the knight, “O rapture rich in spite! O 
bliss dedicated to guile!” By now a bridge has been lowered, peo- 
ple have swarmed on board from the land, and as the curtain falls 
a tumult of joy on the part of the seafolk, with fanfares ringing 
out in the brass, indicates that the King and his retinue have ar- 
rived. Perhaps the most shattering feature of the whole first act is 
this stark antithesis of physical joy present and spiritual suffering 
to come with which the act ends. 


88 


The second act opens with a long orchestral prelude which 
originally began at what is now the ninth bar of the score, where 
we meet with a new motive expressive of Isolde’s Impatient Ex- 
pectation. In the course of this act Wagner had made great use 
of an important motive known as that of Day, the mystical sig- 
nificance of which word will become clear later: this motive he 
prefixed later to the original opening of the prelude, which 
thereby assumed its present form: 


No.29 


Molto animato 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


2p aca Z ] 
23 GE 2 ES RS See A SS 
ers ae ee Be 


A being the motive of Day, B that of Isolde’s Impatience as she 
awaits the coming of Tristan. Soon a fresh motive, that of Love's 
Longing, appears in the upper strings: 


Cellos tr 
P! dolcissimo 
Bass: F. 
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in combination with a modification of No. 29 B in the ’cellos. Then 
comes a reminiscence of the motive of Desire (No. 1B), which 
leads into yet another new motive, that of Love's Bliss (derived 
from No. 1B): 


which will be chosen later by Wagner to be the last strain to 
linger in our ears when the final curtain falls. 

At the end of a rich symphonic development of this feverish 
material the curtain rises, showing us a garden with high trees in 
front of Isolde’s chamber in the castle, with steps leading up to 
this on one side of the stage. It is a clear, balmy summer night. 
The door to the castle is open, and at the side of it is fixed a burn- 
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‘ing torch. From the adjacent forest comes the distant and slowly 
receding sound of the hunting horns of King Marke and his 
knights: 


No. 32 


Brangaene is looking anxiously back into the chamber, from 
which Isolde is shortly seen approaching. 

For a long time the orchestral texture is made up of a free play 
upon motives by now familiar to us, in particular combinations 
of No. 80, No. 31 and No. 1B, with the distant horn fanfares 
piercing through the complex of sound from time to time. Isolde is 
fretting for the moment to arrive when she can give Tristan the 
signal to leave the hunt and come to her; that signal, at once 
material and symbolic, is to be the extinguishing of the light of 
the torch. Brangaene warns her mistress again and again that the 
horns of the hunters are not so far away as Isolde, in her impa- 
tience, is too inclined to imagine, for all she can hear is the rus- 
tling of the leaves and the gentle laughter of the wind. Brangaene 
tells her that she is deceived by her desire, hearing only what 
she would fain hear. The orchestral tissue softens to an exquisite 
sweetness as Isolde sings of the loveliness of the night and the 
lover who is straining towards her far away in the velvet silence 
of it. 


39 


Brangaene becomes more urgent: he for whom Isolde is look- 
ing so eagerly is being spied upon, she says. “Because thou art 
self-blinded, deem’st thou that the eye the world turns upon thee 
is blind? On the ship, when Tristan’s trembling hand delivered 
the pallid bride to Marke, and all gazed in wonder on her, and the 
good King spoke kindly of the hardships of the voyage, one there 


1 Wagner remarked one day to Frau Eliza Wille, after playing to her the 
music of the second act to which the lovers sing their rhapsody upon Night 
and Death, that “the ancients used to depict Eros as the genius of Death, 
with a torch turned downwards in his hand”. 
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was —I heeded him well! — whose crafty, evil eyes never left 
Tristan, seeking some sign in him that would serve his own ends. 
Oft have I seen him, since then, lurking and spying and laying 
subtle snares for thee. Beware, I say, of Melot!” But the love- 
blinded Isolde will not believe her. “Is not Melot Tristan’s trusti- 
est friend? When my dear one must shun me, it is with Melot 
alone that he bides.” Brangaene repeats that she distrusts the 
man: “Melot’s way to King Marke lies through Tristan, and he 
is sowing evil seed. Those who hastily planned this hunt by night 
were bent on a nobler quarry than thou, in thy illusion, dost 
imagine.” 

No! Isolde insists. Was it not Melot, the trusty friend, who, out 
of pity for her and Tristan, had devised the stratagem of this hunt 
to serve them? “Better than thou he cares for me; ways he opens 
that thou wouldst close. Oh end this my misery of waiting! The 
signal, Brangaene! Give the signal! Quench the last of the torch’s 
light! Give Night the sign that she may descend upon us and en- 
fold us. For now she has spread her silence over castle and grove, 
filling the heart with shuddering bliss. Put out the light! Make an 
end of its frightening glare! Let my loved one come to me!” 

In vain does Brangaene continue to plead with her. The dis- 
tracted maid curses the moment when, out of excess of love and 
mistaken fidelity to her mistress, she had substituted the potion of 
Love for that of Death. The deed of woe has been hers, and the 
guilt of it will be hers for ever. “No”, replies Isolde, “not thy work 
but Frau Minne’s, the mistress of magic, the queen who subdues 
the boldest spirit, the shaper of the whole world’s destinies. Life 
and death are thralls to her, out of joy and sorrow and hate and 
envy she weaves love. Presumptuously I took the work of death 
into my hands; Frau Minne snatched it from my grasp: me, the 
Death-devoted one, she took in pledge, made the work her own.” 
The orchestra gives out a gracious new motive of Frau Minne as 
the source and symbol of Love: 
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upon which Wagner proceeds to execute a symphonic fantasia, as 
he does with the other themes of this scene. 

Isolde continues with her rhapsody: “Whatever the turn she 
gives it, whatever the end she has appointed for it, whatsoever she 
may have in store for me, whithersoever she may choose to lead me, 
hers was I, hers alone; now let me show obedience to her.” In vain 
does Brangaene repeat the warning and implore her to have a 
care, this day of all days: “Let the bright beacon, the token of 
peril, burn on today, at least today! Extinquish not the torch!” 
Isolde only repeats that what she is about to do is simply to fulfil 
Frau Minne’s will; “Let Night descend, that she may shed her 
light.” This fixed resolve of Isolde’s is the turning point of the 
action; and Wagner throws it into the highest relief by a sudden 
great broadening-out of the time-values of his melodic and har- 
monic line, which until now has been one of unceasingly shifting 
and intertwining smaller notes: 


No.34 Es wer - de Nacht dass hell_— sie dor-ten leuch-te, 


(The harmonic texture is here shown in skeletonised form). This 
broadening-out is a simple stroke, but a most effective one: the 
action seems to pause and take a great breath after the haste and 
fever that have characterised it until now, and to be gathering 
strength for its next passionate flight. 


40 


Isolde snatches the torch from its socket and with a glad laugh 
throws it to earth, where the flame gradually dies out; and Bran- 
gaene, at her bidding, ascends the outside steps leading to the 
battlements, slowly disappearing from our sight. 

The orchestra now takes possession of the field once more for 
a while as Isolde looks nervously down the avenue, listens in- 
tently, and then beckons again and again with a veil, at first at 
intervals, then more and more continuously as her impatience in- 
creases. A sudden gesture of delight indicates that she has seen 
the beloved in the distance. She hastens to the top of the steps, 
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whence she beckons to him. The orchestra works itself up into a 
tornado of passion by way of No. 29 B and, in combination with 
this, an excited new figure that is repeated incessantly in one form 
and another: 


No. 35 


Tristan enters, and Isolde rushes to greet him. For a while the 
ecstasy of the pair can find voice only in breathless ejaculations — 
“Tristan!” “Isolde!” . .. “Art thou mine?” “Once more I hold 
thee?” . . . “Can I believe it?” and so on.* At first they cannot 
believe in the reality of their happiness. “Tristan mine!”, “Isolde 
mine!”, “For ever one!”, they cry, to cumulative repetitions of the 
passionate motive of Love’s Bliss (No. 33) in the orchestra. Then 
the “action” — in the ordinary theatrical sense of that term — of 
the opera becomes suspended for a considerable time; that is to 
say, it ceases to be in any degree physical and becomes entirely 
psychological. The lovers launch into a long mystical meditation 
and communion upon their past and present and future, which 
they see in terms of an antithesis of the real world — symbolised 
as Day — with its deceits, its illusions, its false values, and a mys- 
tical other-world symbolised as Night, in which all that is super- 
ficial and transitory in the human mind and heart is merged in the 
eternal, the only true. The extinguishing of the torch has been 
symbolic rather than realistic; it marks the severance of the last 
bond that had held the supra-mundane love of Tristan and Isolde 
in servitude to the cruder world of Day. 

What follows now in the opera, until the irruption of realistic 


1 There has been much talk about the “deceit” of King Marke, and com- 
mentators, with the mediaeval legend too much in their minds, have 
assumed previous clandestine meetings of the lovers. There is not the small- 
est authority in Wagner’s text for that assumption. We are nowhere told 
how long or how short an interval of time has elapsed between act I and 
act II, nor is there a single line in the poem to indicate even that the wed- 
ding has yet taken place. Wagner’s mystical drama was not concerned with 
realistic irrelevancies of that sort. It is inferrible, from one passage and an- 
other in the text, that this is the first time the lovers have been thus alone 
with each other since they arrived in Cornwall. 
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‘Day once more into their ecstatic dream-world when Melot 


brings King Marke and the others upon the scene, is the most 
difficult section of the whole work for both the listener in the 
theatre and the reader of the poem. Not one spectator in a hun- 
dred grasps the inner meaning of the lovers’ long poetic fantasia 
upon Night and Day,’ or, if he happens to have read the text, 
perceives even the meaning of many of Wagner's lines, for his 
imagery becomes more and more recondite, his words fewer, and 
his syntax more and more condensed and elliptical as he indulges 
himself in the luxury of exploring this mystical world that lies 
deep below and high above the material one. Yet without a com- 
plete understanding of all that the characters are saying it is a 
pure impossibility to know what the whole opera Tristan and 
Isolde is really “about”. 

Only an integral reproduction of the text of the remaining 
hundred pages of the second act could reveal all the psychological 
subtleties of Wagner's handling of his poetic thesis. That being 
impossible — and in any case a great many of the lines are almost 
inconvertible into English or any other language, — the next best 
thing is for the student of the opera to read a translation of the 
outline of the scene given by Wagner himself in his Prose Sketch. 
He will then see that, for the first time, Wagner here discloses one 
or two psychological “motives” antecedent to the opera which 
were passed over in silence in the first act, but which are vital to 
our comprehension of the drama. We now realise, for example, 
what Tristan meant when he spoke to Isolde, in the first act, of 
his “honour” having barred him from an admission, even to him- 
self, of his love for Isolde: before his fateful second visit to Ire- 
land he had vowed within himself, in order to save Cornwall 
from internal strife and not to have it believed that he had played 
upon his uncle’s love for him for his own ambitious ends, to 
leave the country for ever after having persuaded the King to 
marry and beget an heir to the throne. Honour, in the world’s 
sense of that word, had forbidden him later either to break that 
vow or reveal it to Isolde. 


1 Matters in this respect are not improved by the cuts made in the second 
act in the ordinary theatre performance. Cuts are unavoidable except when 
the opera is given under “festival” conditions; but they make a sad mess of 
both Wagner’s musical design and his poetic idea. 
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Here, then, is a translation of the relevant pages of text and 
stage directions from Wagner's Prose Sketch. 


4] 


(Tristan rushes in. A long and passionate embrace. Overflow of 
long-suppressed emotion. Exultant rapture. Praise of Night, 
which has brought them joy after the agonies of Day . . . Im- 
peachment of Day as the bringer of all sorrows for lovers: they 
outbid each other as to who has suffered most from Day. Tender 
reproaches ). 


Is. 


D8 ss 


Is. 


Tr. 


Is. 


Day it was when you wooed me for Marke. 

Day it was that blinded me, persuading me that honour was 
the world’s highest treasure, dazzling me with its false beams 
and making me strive after vanity and emptiness. [In an in- 
sert Wagner elucidates this as “Fame”. ] 

What lie did Day tell you to make you betray me? 

The image of you in the pure Night of my heart it seduced 
me into disclosing in its shameless glitter: loudly I sang your 
praises before them all,? awaking desire and envy. All would 
have you for their Queen, to the end that they might avenge 
themselves on me for my fame and good fortune. The noble 
Marke, who had chosen the orphan to be his son, had prom- 
ised him the inheritance of his kingdom, vowing that he him- 
self would never marry. For that, and because fortune had 
been bountiful to me, all envied me. The courtiers urged the 
King to wed — Isolde were a fitting bride for him, and Tristan 
should woo her for him, for the ancient blood-feud between 
the two kingdoms made them all dread the perilous quest for 
themselves. All believed I would refuse, and then they could 
make it appear that I was a self-seeker bent on my own ad- 
vantage alone. So I was goaded into claiming the task as mine 
and renouncing my heritage in favour of the offspring that 
would be born to the King. Thus I paid homage to my Day- 
sun — to honour and fame. 

And so you surrendered me to increase your honour and 
fame? 


Tr. Accuse the Day, that blinded me into revelling in arrogance] 


+ Le., in Cornwall, after his first stay in Ireland. 
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How can I accuse the Day, I who let it urge me on to death 
and revenge? It showed you to me only as an evil-doer, my 
coldest, most treacherous foe. When I would fain see you in 
another light , as you were in the depth of Night in my heart, 
always there lingered in me that harsh picture of you as my 
deadly enemy alone. 

When you proffered me the Draught of Death, then dawned 
within me sublime Night. My senses swooned; I would fain 
plunge into Death, there to belong to you for ever. 

Yet alas! it was the Draught of Love that bore you away from 
Night, and bringing you Love brought you also the falsity of 
Day? 


. O rapture! Hail to that Draught! Through the gates of Death 


it opened out to me the blissful realm of Night, in which till 
then I had only been groping blindly: now there fell away 
from me everything that had been deluding me so long. 

Yet Day took its revenge. For your trespass we had to pay 
atonement to him: you had to deliver me over to the King: to 
the stars of Day you had to yield, leaving me solitary in 
empty splendour. How did I ever bear that? 

But then we were consecrated to Night: Day could divide 
but no more blind us. We laugh at its vain glitter: Fame and 
Honour — mere fleeting motes in the sun — were scattered: 
their falsehood became manifest in face of the profound se- 
cret that Night confided to us, a secret that disclosed to us the 
deception even of troth and friendship themselves. Day may 
still hold us fast in his toils, but he deludes us no more: to 
eyes that have Night-sight he is but desolate darkness. One 
longing only have I in the Day, the longing for holy Night! 
Descend upon me, Love’s own Night! Take me up into thy 
bosom! Let me forget that I live, blot out the world from my 
eyes! When I find myself, how poor am I! When I lost myself 
wholly, how rich I became! Then my gaze is blinded with 
rapture. When the world I see no more, then am I myself the 
world, life uplifted to holiest Love! When the sun no longer 
lights me, its warmth lies hidden in my heart; then to light 
me I have the stars of bliss! Heart to heart with you! Mouth 
to mouth! When sight is shattered I am ruler of the world! — 
(Mutual heightening of the utmost transport, release from the 
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world, intoxicating presage of death. Never to wake again! 
Longing for death! Speech fails. Brangaene’s watching-song 
— deepest woe! Dismay at the thought of awaking! Warning. 
It sinks into Isolde. Anxiety! ). 

Let me die. (Sorrowfully tender reproaches from Isolde). 
How could we die? What is there in us that could be slain 
that were not Love itself? Are we not wholly and solely 
Love? Can our love ever find an end? Could the day come 
when the love of Love could die in me? [Then, in a footnote: 
My body is Death’s property: stood he before me, would my 
love quail? Were I to die, would my love die too? What does 
not die with me, how could that ever cease to be? And I my- 
self, am I aught but Love, Love without end?] Did I will to 
die now, would Love also die, seeing that we are naught but 
Love? 

Yet it is we who love, Tristan and Isolde, you and I? Were 
Tristan to die? 

Then would not merely that pass away that bars me from 
loving you for ever? 

Of Tristan’s dying I can think only along with Isolde’s death! 
Thus would we have died only to love. Then could no Day 
divide us any more: wakened no more by its dismaying 
gleam, for ever would we be hidden in the Night of Love: 
what rapture were higher than this, which is freedom from 
all torment? (A still more anxious summons from Brangaene. 
Tristan becomes aware of it). Who calls to me there to 
awaken? 

Death! Tristan, let me die] 

He summons us to waken: not yet does Day dawn for us, still 
is eternity ours. (Isolde’s growing anxiety for Tristan, al- 
layed by him in a renewed ecstasy). 

Should we flee from the fate that leads us to an eternity in 
which there will be no awakening? Death joined us together: 
at his gates we drank Love: dedicated to Death, ever-loving, 
ever-living, let us clasp each the other, to be separated no 
more! (Redoubled rapture. New and highest intoxication: an 
ardent embrace. Day dawns. A cry from Brangaene. Marke, 
Melot and courtiers enter hurriedly. Before this, a short com- 
bat—in the foreground Kurvenal falling back before the 
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assailants). Isolde sinks in terror on to a flowery bank. Tris- 
tan, holding his cloak before her with one arm, as though to 
conceal her, stands immobile, as if turned to stone, his eyes 
fixed on the newcomers. A long silence. 


Tr. (in a choked voice) The dreary Day has dawned! ! 
42, 


With this epitome of the poem firmly fixed in our minds we can 
devote our attention mainly to the musical working-out of the 
scene. 

The lovers begin with a lament over their enforced separation: 
“How long so far apart! How far apart so long! ? So far when 
near! So near when afar!” — to the strains of No. 33 and No. 80. 
This latter motive (Love’s Longing) is given a darker and wilder 
significance as Tristan speaks of the warning light that seemed to 
have been burning for so intolerable a time: 


No. 36 


Ast Vins. 


(In the centre voice of this quotation No. 35 is seen weaving its 
way in and out in the second violins). 

It is impossible to set forth in detail the infinitely subtle recur- 
rences and metamorphoses of the motives in this great sym- 


1 The antithesis of the passing falsity of Day and the eternal truth of Night 
had been a favourite one with the German romantics, and it had found its 
most elaborate expression in Novalis’s Hymns to Night (1800). The reader 
with a knowledge of German who wishes to follow up the subject will find 
a number of parallels between the Hymns and the Tristan text set forth in 
an article by Arthur Priifer on Novalis Hymnen an die Nacht in ihren Bezie- 
hungen zu Wagners Tristan und Isolde, in the Wagner-Jahrbuch for 1906, 
pp. 290-304. 

2 These “longs” are not to be taken literally, as signifying that a considerable 
time has elapsed between the first act and the second. The separation has 
been “long” in the sense in which lovers invariably speak of separations, even 
the shortest. 
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phonic structure. When first Isolde, then Tristan, speaks of the 
lovers’ defiance of the hateful, envious Day we hear the first 
statement of the Day motive (No. 29 A) which, as we have seen, 
was afterwards used by Wagner to introduce the prelude to the 
second act. As the light of the torch had kept the lovers apart 
that night, so the lying light of Day, the false standards of the 
Day in which the outer world lives and moves and has its being, 
have been the source of all their miseries from the first moment 
they looked into each other’s eyes. It was through craven sub- 
servience to these false standards that Tristan had allowed his 
impulse of honour towards Marke and Cornwall to prompt him 
to undertake the mission to Ireland, a mission that had ended in 
self-denial of his love and treachery towards Isolde. She too had 
been Day’s dupe, hating Tristan as Ireland’s enemy and hers; 
until, on the ship, the moment had come when she would have 
made an end of it all in death: 


The light of Day 

I fain would flee; 

away into Night 

fare forth with thee, 
where an end to falsehood 
my heart foretold; 

where the dreaded might 
of the lie would vanish; 
there would I drink 

our love for ever, 

us twain, thou one with me, 
would I in death entwine! 


It was death, rejoins Tristan, that he had gladly accepted at her 
hands. Yet the false draught, she reminds him, had practised a 
deceit on him; instead of the hoped-for Night, Day had dawned for 
him once more. But Tristan now sings the praises of the draught, 
of which, on the ship, he had been conscious only of the horror of 
its deceit of him: the gates of death had been flung open before 
him, and through them he had passed from Day to “the wonder- 
world of Night”. 

Once more Isolde extends the poetic antithesis: the affrighted 
Day had taken its revenge on him, for Tristan had been compelled 
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to take up his life in the real world again. But he sweeps her re- 
proaches and regrets aside: Day might indeed still hold them in 
his toils, but no longer had he power to delude them: 


O now were we 
to Night enhallowed! 
The envious Day, 
with hate oerbrimming, 
could but hold us apart, 
but no more blind us with lies! 
Its empty pride, 
the vaunt of its glare, 
derides he whom Night 
her own has made! 
All its fugitive lightning’s 
flickering flashes 
blind us twain no more. 
Who at death’s dark Night, 
love-led, has gazed, 
who at her heart 
her secrets has learned, 
the lies of daylight, 
honour, fame, 
profit and power, 
how dazzling soe’er, 
no more to him are all these 
than dust before him driven. 
In the daylight’s foolish fancies 


1 In the poem, at this point, are eight lines which will not be found in the 
score: 

Selbst um der Treu’ 

und Freundschaft Wahn 

dem treu’sten Freunde 

ist’s getan 

der in der Liebe 

Nacht geschaut, 

dem sie ihr tief 

Geheimniss vertraut. 
Wagner had set them to music in his Composition Sketch, but he rejected 
them later. 
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holds him one single yearning — 
the yearning hence 
to holy Night, 
where unending, 
only true, 


laughs to him Love’s delight. 


The orchestral texture in this section of the score is made up of an 
endless series of metamorphoses of the relevant motives: Wagner, 
having no stage traffic to distract him, can abandon himself to the 
luxury of weaving his musical material into ever new patterns. 


43 


Gradually a change comes over the music. No. 31 (the motive 
of Love’s Happiness) is spun into a thread of long-drawn sweet- 
ness: 


No.37 Moderato 


Bass: D._____ C# 


Bat 


Ah sog# Gh 


as Tristan, according to the stage directions, “draws Isolde gently 
down on to a flowery bank, sinks on his knee before her, and lays 
his head on her arm.” The Day motive, now shorn of its hard ur- 
gency, steals out softly in cor anglais and horn, and the scene set- 
tles into a kind of rapturous nocturne as the pair call upon Love’s 
Night to descend upon them and bestow on them oblivion of the 
world. The new theme that dominates the scene had been fore- 
shadowed harmonically a little earlier, at Tristan’s words, “Da 
erdammerte mild erhab’ner Macht im Busen mir die Nacht” 
(“Then Night descended on my bosom in mild majestic might”); 
now it comes out in its full form, with the harmonies in throbbing 
irregular pulses: * 


1 Wagner drew upon this music for his setting of the song Trdéume, the 
words of which were by Frau Wesendonk. He called it a “Study for Tristan 
and Isolde”. Two sketches in one of Wagner’s pocket-books reveals the curi- 
ous fact that at one time he associated the words “O sink’ hernieder, Nacht 
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Lento moderato 
TRISTAN: O 


The motive of Day (No. 29A) recurs in a softened and subtle 


form, and later No. 88 generates a new theme: 


Herz an Herz dir, Mund 


No. 39 


der Liebe” not (as in the present score) with the melody of No. 38 but with 


that of Love’ 


s Peace (No. 89). The first sketch begins thus: 


ynimm mich auf in dei- nen Schoss 


be 


der, Nacht der Lie - 


her- nie- 


Sink’ 


255 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


This is generally referred to as the motive of Love’s Peace, but 
there is no need to attach any definite label to it. It becomes of 
special importance at a crucial point in the third act. 

“Heart to heart”, Tristan and Isolde sing, 


and lip to lip; 

thou and I 

one soul, one breath; 
faint with bliss 

my eyes are failing, 
the world with all 

its shows is paling — 
world that the Day 

lit with its lies; 

from blinding illusion 
now set free, 

I now, 

I am the world, 

life in rapture stirring, 
life of holiest loving — 
no more waken, — 
swooning, 

thus and now to diel 


As their world-forgetting ecstasy reaches its climax: 


No.40 _. : 
Lie - be heil -  ig- stes Le - - ben 


and dissolves in soft harmonies, Wagner introduces one of his 
most telling strokes — one that is at once musically serviceable 
and dramatically effective. The lovers have still much to say to 
each other, but a relief from the intensity of their emotion is as 


and the second thus: 


Hell dann leuch - ten Ster - ne der Won-ne 


do. do. 
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necessary, at some point or other, to them as it is to us. Wagner 
takes advantage of this momentary muting of their passionate 
song to introduce a warning voice from that outer world which 
they had forgotten; and he brings in that voice in felicitous ac- 
cord with the mediaeval milieu of the story. 

Some of the most deeply felt of the Minnesinger poems are 
what are known as “Warder’s Songs”. In that age of loveless 
aristocratic mariages de convenance the sympathy of the poets 
and romancers was all with lovers who defied the bonds of the 
Jaw; and this sympathy found expression in the song of a watch- 
ing friend in a tower, who, at the approach of dawn, gave the 
lovers warning that the night was past and they must tear them- 
selves from each other’s arms. It was an artistic convention of the 
period, but one into which the Minnesingers and Troubadours 
threw themselves with passionate sincerity: sometimes the 
Watchman’s song alone floats down from the tower, sometimes 
the Lady dialogues with him, reproaching him for his cruelty 
and bewailing the harshness of separation from her beloved.? 

This convention is now put to admirable use by Wagner. As 
Tristan and Isolde sink back upon the bank of flowers the warn- 
ing voice of the unseen Brangaene peals out from a turret: 


Lone I watch here 
in the night; 

ye there, lost 

in love’s delight, 
to my warning 
give good heed: 
oer the sleepers 
evil broods; 

wake, I warn you, 


1 Or “Watchman’s Song”, “Dawn Song”, “Alba”, “Aubade”, “Day Song”, 
“Morning Song”, etc. 
2 Some charming English versions of mediaeval “Watchman’s Songs” will 
be found in Jethro Bithell’s The Minnesingers. The reader will hardly need 
to be reminded of Swinburne’s glowing poem based on an old Provengal 
alba commencing 

En un vergier sotz folha d’albespi 

tenc la dompna son amic costa si. 
Each of the stanzas ends with the lady’s cry of “Oi Deus, oi Deus, de Yalba! 
Tan vost vel”. 
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waken now! 
Have a care! 
Have a care! 
Soon the night will pass. 


44 


The orchestra plays subtly round Brangaene’s words with sug- 
gestions of the lovers’ own music, particularly Nos. 37, 38 and 39. 
As her song dies away, No. 89 reappears in its fuller and true 
form in the quiet tones of the strings: 


No. 41 


and Tristan and Isolde resume their fond dialogue upon Love 
and Life and the impotence of Death to part lovers such as they. 
Of what, Isolde asks, could Death make an end but the bar to 
their eternal union? And they sing in antiphony, “Then should 
we together die, one for ever, never waking, never fearing, the 
very names of us forgotten, thou and I, with no life but in our 


So star-ben wir, um un - ge- trennt, 


ee wig eine ig ob - ne End} 
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Isolde sinks her head on Tristan’s breast. Once more the warn- 
ing voice of Brangaene breaks in upon them: “Have a care! Now 
Night gives way to Day!” And once more they turn smilingly to 
each other, defying Day and his menace and avowing their faith 
in Night; * and their last words before the disaster of the world’s 
Day falls on them are an ecstatic hymn to sweet Night, eternal 
Night, in which their individual beings shall be lost: “Thou 
Tristan, I Isolde!” Tristan cries; and she answers antithesis with 
antithesis — “Thou Isolde, Tristan I!”. “How to grasp it?”, they 
cry, to a rapturous expansion of the melody of No. 40: 


No. 43 


die = se 


Wie es fas-sen, wie sie  las-sen, 
—_ ae 


Won - ne fern ui der Son = ne, 


As they speak of their “tender yearning” and “sweet longing”, 
first the clarinet, then the flute gives out a tender little figure: 


that is destined to play an important part later in the final Liebes- 
tod. The climax of their ecstasy is reached with No. 31 piling 
up in wave on wave in the orchestra. 

But their final long cry of “Highest joy of love!” ends in a rend- 
ing dissonance in the orchestra, accompanied by a piercing shriek 
from Brangaene, who from the turret has seen the coming of the 
catastrophe she has dreaded. Kurvenal rushes in with drawn 
sword, shouting “Save thyself, Tristan!” as he looks with horror 
behind him into the forest, from which Marke, Melot and the 


2. oe¢ 


1 In the poem, between Isolde’s “Lass’ den Tag dem Tode weichen” and 
Tristan’s “Des Tages Drauen nun trotzten wir so?”, there are fourteen lines 
which Wagner set to music in his Composition Sketch but omitted from his 
final score. 
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courtiers, in hunting attire, now come upon the scene. They are 
accompanied by a curiously harsh re-statement by the orchestra 
of the motive of the hunting horns (No. 32) that had figured so 
largely in the prelude to this second act. At that time Isolde, in 
her infatuation, had refused to listen to them, to believe they 
were what they really were; now they have become the most 
tragic of realities to her. 

Brangaene comes down from the tower and hurries anxiously 
to her mistress. Isolde, “seized with involuntary shame”, as the 
stage directions have it, “leans on the flowery bank with averted 
face. Tristan, with a movement that is also involuntary, stretches 
out his mantle with one arm so as to hide Isolde from them all. In 
this position he remains for some time motionless, staring blindly 
at the men, who keep there eyes fixed on him with a variety of 
expressions. The day begins to dawn.” The orchestra gives out 
mournful variants of No. 43 and No. 44; and, to the accompani- 
ment of the Day motive (No. 29A), Tristan at last breaks the 
long silence with the despairing words, “The dreary Day for the 
last time dawns!”, 


45 


The treacherous Melot* points in triumph to Tristan and asks 
King Marke if he has not been as good as his word: “Plain is his 
guilt; have I saved thy name and honour from shame?” A mournful 
figure in the bass clarinet: 


No.45 Andante moderato — 


anticipates the old King’s sorrowful reply. “Hast thou, in sooth?” 
he asks Melot; and he points to Tristan: 


See him there, 
of all true men the truest; 
look on him, 
most faithful he in friendship: 
2 In the old legends Melot is a cunning dwarf, 
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‘tis his loyal 
deed of old 
now my heart 
with base betrayal wounds! 
Tristan traitor, 
why dost mock me 
with the hope 
that my lost honour 
by a Melot’s word 
now can be restored? 


Tristan ejaculates convulsively: 


Daylight phantoms! 
Morning visions! 
Lying and vain, 
away, begone! 


The King, deeply moved, reproaches him with his deception: if 
his Tristan can be false, where in all the world is honour left? 
Tristan’s eyes sink slowly to the ground as Marke continues, with 
increasing grief, to paint the situation as it appears to his un- 
comprehending eyes. A new motive in the bass clarinet: 


No.46 Andante moderato 


threads its melancholy way through his long lament, the burden 
of which is the futility now of all the loyal service Tristan has 
done him in the past. They two had loved each other greatly; 
Marke had destined him to succeed to his kingdom, and Tristan 
had unselfishly sacrificed himself to confer the loveliest of Queens 
on Cornwall. And now his peerless knight has dealt him this 
deadly wound where his heart lay most open; and the greatest 
grief of all to him is not to know where to look for honour now 
that his Tristan has been false. How has it all come about? 
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Why this shame immense 
for which no grief atonesP 
The secret and unfathomed 
cause of all my woe 

who will eer reveal? 


Tristan turns a look of profound compassion on him: “That”, he 
says, “I cannot tell thee: the meaning even of thy question is be- 
yond thy grasping”; but the motives of Grief and Desire (Nos. 1A 
and 1 B) in the poignant timbres of cor anglais and oboe give us 
the answer to the riddle. 

Tristan turns to Isolde, who looks up tenderly at him; and with 
the orchestra musing softly and sadly on the theme of their 
dreamed-of escape from the world (No. 89 etc.) he asks her a 
mystical question which only she among them all can under- 
stand: “Where I am going now wilt thou, Isolde, follow? It is to 
a land unlit by the sun, the dark land from which I took my be- 
ing, in which my dying mother bore me. The wondrous realm of 
Night it is that Tristan offers thee now; will Isolde follow him 
there, loyal and true?” For the second time, then, of his own ac- 
cord he is about to choose death; and for the second time she is 
willing to die with him. Once, she reminds him, she had followed 
him unwillingly into a strange land — when he, untrue to love, 
had torn her from home and kindred to take her to Cornwall as 
King Marke’s bride. Now he is summoning her to go with him to 
a “land” of his own, a “land” that spans the whole world: 


To Tristan’s house and home 
glad will Isolde go: 

the road that, fair and true, 
she now must follow, 
prithee show! 


He bends over her and kisses her gently on the forehead, while 
the orchestra turns, as it were, a last wistful glance back on their 
world-forgetting happiness of an hour ago (No. 87, No. 44). 
Melot steps forward furiously with drawn sword. Tristan draws 
his own sword and faces him. “This was my friend”, he says sor- 
rowfully and scornfully. “Once he loved me truly, cared more 
than any for my fame and honour. “Twas he who led those on who 
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- urged me on to win more fame, more honour, by bringing thee, 
Isolde, to be the King’s bride. But thy glance blinded him too; 
and from passion he betrayed me to my King, whom I betrayed.” 
He hurls himself on Melot; but as the latter strikes at him Tristan 
lets his own sword fall, and sinks, wounded, into Kurvenal’s arms. 
Isolde throws herself on his breast. The King holds Melot back; 
and the curtain falls to some mournful mutations of the main mo- 
tive of the grief-stricken Marke (No. 45). 
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The orchestral prelude to the third act begins with a melancholy 
transformation of No. 1B in the strings (in six parts), which 
spirals out into the upper air, as it were, in a slowly ascending 
passage in the violins: 


No.47 Lento moderato aa are 
—! . #¢ 


The music gives an extraordinary impression of the loneliness, 
physical and spiritual, of the wounded Tristan as he lies on the 
rock on the Breton coast to which the faithful Kurvenal has borne 
him, where he awaits in longing and suffering the coming of 
Isolde. She alone had been able to heal him that earlier time, 
when, as the sick Tantris, he had been cast up on the Irish shore: 
she alone, old Kurvenal-has divined, can heal him now, and he 
has sent a ship across the sea to bring her. 

After an extended development of No. 47 and of a new mo- 
tive, which is afterwards associated with the Distress of Tristan: 
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the curtain rises, showing a castle garden on a rocky height, with 
the sea visible here and there as far as the horizon: “the whole 
place suggests”, say the stage directions, “the absence of a master; 
it is ill-tended, in places overgrown, and in ruinous decay.” On 
one side of the garden is a suggestion of a lofty castle, on the 
other side a long fortification-wall broken by a watch-tower. In 
the foreground Tristan, seemingly lifeless, lies on a couch in the 
shade of a great lime-tree: at his head sits Kurvenal, bending 
over him in grief, listening intently, anxiously, to his breathing. 
From without comes the sound of a shepherd's pipe: 


No. 49 


This long unaccompanied cor anglais melody is one of the strang- 
est and most poignant ever imagined by man. It accelerates to- 
wards the end in a series of triplet turns: 


P —<—<——_—__ f din. 2?» 
and at last dies out mournfully in the lowest register of the in- 
strument. 

His tune ended, the shepherd shows himself above the parapet. 
He hails Kurvenal, asking solicitously if the master is yet awake. 
The old retainer shakes his head sadly: were Tristan to awake, he 
says, it would only be to leave them for ever, unless there comes 
first the only leech who can heal him. Has the shepherd yet 
caught sight of a sail on the sea? he asks. No, replies the shep- 
herd; when he does, the tune he will pipe will be merrier than 
the one he has just played! But what is it ails his lord? Kurvenal 
evades the question: “That thou could’st not understand: only 
watch thou, and if thou seest a ship, pipe lustily and merrily.” The 
shepherd turns and looks over the sea, shading his eyes with his 
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“hand; and seeing nothing he goes slowly out, playing his sad 
melody once more. 

But the tune had awakened Tristan. To Kurvenal’s astonish- 
ment and joy he opens his eyes, turns his head a little, and asks 
feebly, “What ancient tune is that that wakens me? Where am 
IP” “Safe here in Kareol”, the old man answers, to the accompani- 
ment of a characteristically bluff motive in the orchestra: 


No. 51 


“Here in thy father’s castle. It was thy own shepherd that woke 
thee, piping as he tends thine own flocks on thine own hill. Thou 
art among thy faithful people, who served thee before thou 
turned’st thy back on all that was thine to go and dwell in Corn- 
wall.” “Am I then in Cornwall?” Tristan asks faintly. “No, here in 
Kareol. I bore thee on my broad shoulders to a ship, and from the 
ship here to the castle. Thou art at home, in the land of thy 
fathers, with the old sun shining on fields and herds; here wilt 
thou be healed of thy sickness”; and the old man lays his grizzled 
head on his master’s breast. 


47 


Consciousness comes back to Tristan very slowly. He remem- 
bers little of what has happened to him — only that he had been 


in a strange land: , 


The sun I could not see, 

nor land, nor people: 

but what I saw, 

of that I nought can tell thee. 

I was 
where once I drew my being, 
where once again I go: 

the vasty realm 
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of dateless Night. 

But one thing 

is there our knowing: 

godlike, endless 

all-forgetting! 
How faded then the presageP 
Longing and foreboding, 

these it was 

that once again 
to light of day did urge meP 
What still is left within me, 
life’s fever madly raging, 
from rapturous dread of death 
towards the light now drives me, 
that dazzling, false and golden, 
round thee, Isolde, shines! 


Tristan says all this like a man only half-emerged from sleep, 
trying to recapture the elusive threads of a dream: but things 
that are as yet not quite clear to him are made clear enough to 
us by the orchestral commentary — the motive of Longing, for in- 
stance (No. 1B), and the phrase to which he had sung, in the 
second act, “Life of holiest loving” (No. 40). The motive of Day 
(No. 29 A) is added as Tristan goes on to speak, with growing ex- 
citement, of Isolde being still in the realm of garish sunlight, and 
of his longing to see her again: “I heard the crash of Death’s 
door closing behind me. But now once more it stands ajar, forced 
open by the sun’s beams; and I, with eyes open and clear, must 
now break forth out of Night, and go to find her with whom alone 
united Tristan may find surcease of being.” This to the accom- 
paniment of a passionate reminiscence of No. 42. 

The gloomy transformation of No. 1B with which the third 
act had opened (No. 47) comes to the forefront again as Tristan 
speaks of the horrors which he knows await him on his return 
to the outer world of Day and its attendant deceits. “Cursed be 
the Day and its lying appearances!” he cries frenziedly. “Must 
thou ever wake and re-wake my anguish? Must the light for ever 
burn that even in the night kept me far from her? O Isolde! Sweet 
one! Fair one! When at last shall be quenched the beacon that 
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« keeps me from thee? The torch — when dies it out?” He sinks 
back exhausted as the muted violins give out the softest and 
sweetest reminiscence of No. 31: 


No.52 


1 4a Ei aes Ae) GE EE ES 6 LSE Cees 7 ey | ED 
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Kurvenal, stirred to pity by his master’s grief, makes a mighty 
effort to shake off his own dejection. “Once, from fidelity to thee”, 
he says in self-reproach, “I scorned and defied her; but now my 
hunger for her is as great as thine. Trust thou my word; thou 
shalt see her again, here, today, if only she yet be living.” But 
Tristan’s mind is still in the borderland between sleep and wak- 
ing, where past and present run confusedly into one. “The torch 
still burns”, he says faintly; “not dark is it yet in the house; Isolde 
lives and watches; she called me out of the night.” If she is liv- 
ing, Kurvenal assures him again, then let him take heart and 
hope. For he, the rough untutored one, had been wise enough, 
he says, to see that the wound the traitor Melot had dealt Tristan 
could be healed only by the physician who had once closed the 
wound inflicted by Morold. To Cornwall he has sent a trusty mes- 
senger for her, and soon Isolde will be here. 


48 


Beside himself with excitement, Tristan draws Kurvenal to him, 
embraces him, and sings the most moving paean to friendship 
ever penned. Always this old Kurvenal of his has been the faith- 
fullest of friends, his master’s shield and guard in battle, one with 
him in sorrow and in joy: “whom I hated, him hated’st thou too; 
whom I loved, him too thou loved’st; to good King Marke thou 
wast true when I was true, false when I was false; never thine 
own but always mine, when I am suffering thou sufferest with 
me — but the depth of my suffering, that canst thou not fathom! 
This terrible yearning that sears my soul, this fever of longing 
that eats out my heart — could I name it, could’st thou but know 
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it, no longer here would’st thou stay; thou would’st be there at 
the watch-tower, straining for a sight of the sail that will bring 
me Isolde and her love!” 


It nears! it nears, 

so blithe and fast! 

It waves, it waves, 

the flag at the mast! 
The ship! the ship! 

it glides by the reef! 
seest thou it not? 

Kurvenal, seest thou it not? 


The musical texture of these few passionate pages is a remark- 
able weaving of motives, sometimes so metamorphosed harmon- 
ically and dynamically, however, as to strike the ear at first as 
new. The motive of Longing, for instance (No. 1B) now takes 
this form: 


and, later, still more subtle shapes. Nos. 40 and 48 (the latter the 
motive of Tristan’s Distress, from the prelude to the third act) ap- 
pear in new forms, with new psychological nuances. The scoring, 
too, takes on new colours; the orchestra lashes itself into a tem- 
pest as Tristan, in growing excitement, tries to make Kurvenal 
see the ship that is only a figment of his own disordered imagina- 
tion. The episode ends with a piercing reiteration of a B flat in 
octaves high up in the violins and violas as Tristan cries in a final 
frenzy, “Kurvenal, seest thou not?” 

He looks up in expectant silence at the old man, who hesitates 
whether to leave his master or not. But there is no need for him 
to go to the tower to see if Tristan’s vision of the ship is fact or 
fancy: the poignant wordless answer to the cry is given by the 
shepherd’s pipe, which once more strikes in, from afar, with its 
mournful melody (No. 50). Kurvenal understands: “Yet is no 
ship in sight!” he says in deep dejection. Tristan, his fever now 
dying down, begins also to perceive the bearing on his own life 
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and lot of that old tune, familiar to him from childhood, im- 
memorially associated with his tragic house: 


This was the meaning, then, 
thou song so old, so mournful, 
of all thy long lament! 
On breeze of evening 
wailed it once 
when I, a child, 
my father’s death did grieve for: 
through mists of morn 
it rang yet sadder 
when the son 
his mother’s fate was told. 
When he begat me and died, 
When dying she gave me birth, 
the tune so olden 
wept and wailed, 
upon their souls 
its pain it poured. 
It asked me then, 
and asks me now, 
what fate it was before me 
to which my mother bore me? 
o what the fate? — 
Again the strain 
tells me truly: — 


for yearning — and dying! 


Throughout Tristan’s long monologue the mournful melody of 
the shepherd keeps weaving its way in and out in one orchestral 
voice and another. 

Yearning and dying — between these two poles his life has 
been one long oscillation: “in death for ever yearning, yet of 
yearning never able to die!” And now this ancient tune rings out 
in appeal to the distant healer, bidding her come and bring her 
lover the peace of death. His mind, now calm and clear again for 
a brief spell, runs over the episodes of his life in which Isolde 
has figured. When, long ago, he lay in the boat, mortally wounded 
as he thought, that ancient strain had sounded in his ears. The 
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wind had carried him to Ireland; there Isolde had healed him, 
but only to deal his heart a worse wound. Later she had given 
him a poisoned draught to drink —a draught intended to be of 
death, but one that had turned to unquenchable fire within him. 
And at the thought of that fire his fever returns. With growing 
excitement he speaks of the endless torment of longing to which 
he is now condemned, a torment from which death itself cannot 
free him. Brain and heart are on fire in the terrible heat of the 
Day; where will they ever find a cooling shade? All this has been 
the work of the potion, “and I myself it was who brewed it”: 

from father's grief 

and mother’s woe, 

from all earth’s endless 

tears of love, 

from laughter and weeping, 

sweetness and sorrow, 

did I distil 

the potion’s poison! 

Thee that I brewed, 

thee I created, 

on whose delight 

I ever feasted — 

I curse thee, terrible draught, 
and him who brewed thee first! 


49 


He sinks back exhausted. Kurvenal, who has vainly been try- 
ing to calm him, gives a terrified cry of “My master! Tristan!”, 
and breaks out into a bitter reproach of Love, its illusions and 
deceptions, for it is that that has brought his Tristan to this sorry 
pass, Tristan, the flower of knighthood, loving as no man had ever 
done, loved as no man had ever been; and for the first and only 
time in the work the old warrior reveals the wealth of tenderness 
that lies at the heart of his rough nature. 

He turns to his master again with a sob, listens to his breath- 
ing, and is rejoiced to find he is still alive. The orchestra, with its 
soft, honeyed reminiscences of themes previously associated with 
the longing and the rapture of the lovers, tells us where Tristan’s 
thoughts are. He asks Kurvenal faintly if the ship is yet in sight, 
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and the old man assures him fondly that it will come that very 
day. Thereupon Tristan loses himself in beatific contemplation of 
an Isolde smiling on the deck, bringing him atonement and the 
final peace. No. 41 now becomes the basis of a rich four-part 
harmony in the horns: 


No. 54 


over which Tristan dreams his dream of the coming of the gentle, 
smiling Isolde: 


No. 55 


Tranquillo 


wan - delt durch des Meer’s Ge - fil - de, 
ending with a long-drawn sigh, that is half pain, half ecstasy, on 
the words, “Ah, Isolde! How fair art thou!” 

Then his fever begins to master him again. He bids Kurvenal 
go to the watch-tower and look for the ship. He struggles to rise 
from his couch, and while Kurvenal is trying to restrain him the 
shepherd’s pipe is heard preludising in a new way: 

No. 56 


Animato 
Cor anglais 


and then breaking out unrestrainedly into the joyous melody for 
which Kurvenal has so long been waiting: * 
1 Like its predecessor, the shepherd’s new melody is allotted in the score to 


the cor anglais. But at the foot of the page (307) on which it appears in 
Wagner’s manuscript of the full score the following note has been added — 
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No. 57 


The old man runs to the watch-tower, looks out over the sea, and 
excitedly announces the coming of the ship. “The flag? The flag?”, 
asks Tristan breathlessly. “The flag of joy!” Kurvenal assures him. 
Excitement is piled on excitement as he describes to the anxious 
Tristan how the ship is making its way safely through the dan- 
gerous reefs, for the steersman is a chosen man, skilled and trusty. 
The shepherd too has been watching the course of the ship; and 
when at last he sees she is safe he pipes his merry tune more ex- 
ultantly than ever before, while Kurvenal, from the tower, and 
Tristan, on his couch, shout for joy. The ship is safe in port, the 
old man tells his master; Isolde is springing to shore. At Tristan’s 
imperious command he goes down to bring her to him. 

When Tristan is alone the fever mounts in his blood and brain 
once more. How, he asks, can he stay fettered to his couch on this 
best of all days? He must rise and be with the others. He man- 
ages to stagger to his feet. Against a reiterated G in the violins, 
the horns, wood wind and lower strings thunder out a variant of 
No. 89. This motive, which in the second act had expressed the 
emotion of the lovers at its peak-point of mystical ecstasy, now 
has a touch of madness in it. It is in 5/4 time, and much of the 
music that follows is a combination of triple, quadruple and 


apparently at some later date, for the script is slightly different from that in 
the score itself, as if another pen and another ink were being used: “The 
cor anglais should produce the effect here of a very powerful natural in- 
strument such as the Alpine horn: it is therefore advisable to have it rein- 
forced (according to the particular acoustic circumstances) by oboes and 
clarinets: unless, which would be the best plan, a wooden instrument of the 
type of the Swiss Alpine horn could be specially made. This, by reason of 
its simplicity —it would need only to be capable of producing the notes of 
the natural scale—would be neither difficult nor costly.” This note was 
printed at the foot of the page in the published score. When the Vienna 
Opera was engaged on its abortive rehearsals of the work in 1861-2 Wagner 
told the conductor, Esser, that the proposed horn should be “of wood, at 
least three feet long, almost trumpet-like, but with a rather crooked curve 
at the end, so that the bell faces sideways”; its tone was to be “that of a 
medium-sized Alpine horn, fairly powerful, even rough, but in any case of 
a natural naiveté.” 
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quintuple metres: simple as the device is, it is sufficient, by sheer 

contrast with all the other rhythms of the work, to convey to us 

that something has broken in Tristan.’ “Tristan the hero”, he 

cries, “exulting in his strength, has snatched himself from death”: 
No. 58 

Molto animato | 


Tris-tan, der Held,in. ju - -° beln-der— Kraft,— 


“Once with a bleeding wound I fought with Morold; now, bleed- 
ing from another wound, will I today make Isolde my own!” They 
are mystical words, the inner sense of which is apt to be missed 
by the casual listener in the theatre: for the third time Tristan is 
bent on seeking union with Isolde not in life but in death. “Heia, 
my blood!” he raves as he tears the bandage from his wound; 
“joyfully flow now!” He springs from his couch and staggers for- 
ward. “She who shall close my wound for ever draws near to savel 
Let the world perish; jubilantly I hasten to her!” 


50 


As he stumbles towards the centre of the stage a wild cry of 
“Tristan! Beloved!” is heard from Isolde (without), and, by one 
of those psychological strokes of which music alone among the 
arts is capable, the orchestra, by a harmonic mutation of No. 30, 
brings us a bitterly ironic reminder of that earlier scene, in the 
second act, in which it had been Isolde who was so impatiently 
awaiting the coming of Tristan. His mind, too, goes back to that 
night, but in its delirium it runs sensations of sound and of light 
into one; by a bold use of poetic imagery Wagner makes him, 
when Isolde’s cry rings out, imagine he is hearing the light of the 
signal torch. “It dies out!”-he cries; “to her! to her!” Isolde enters 
breathlessly. Tristan, in wild excitement, but near the end of his 


1 The device had previously been employed by Handel in the second act 
of his opera Orlando (1733). “The whole last scene of this act”, says Burney, 
“which paints the madness of Orlando, in accompanied recitatives and airs 
in various measures, is admirable. Handel has endeavoured to describe the 
hero’s perturbation of intellect by fragments of symphony in 5/8, a division 
of time which can only be borne in such a situation.” The formal-minded 
eighteenth century evidently found it a little difficult to reconcile itself to 
so “irregular” a metre, even as a token of “perturbation of intellect”. 
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strength, makes his halting way towards her. They meet in the 
centre of the stage; she clasps him in her arms, and he sinks 
slowly to the ground, locked in her embrace. The orchestra, play- 
ing reminiscently upon motives with which the prelude had 
opened (No. 1 A, 1B, etc.), and the lovers, with their last cries to 
each other of “Tristan!” “Isolde!”, take us back in imagination 
for a moment to the scene in the first act that had followed im- 
mediately upon the draining of the love potion. 

Tristan, with a last look up at Isolde, dies in her arms. In vain 
does she call on him to speak to her. She had come there to die 
with him; and he has cheated her of that last satisfaction, for 
which she had waited through so many weary days. Her wretch- 
edness had been equal to his, as the orchestra tells us by accom- 
panying her with the motive of Tristan’s Distress (No. 48). 
Where is his wound, she asks, that she may heal it for a moment 
and then be blissfully enveloped with him in Night: 


Not of thy wound, 

not of thy wound, my hero, die: 
let thee and me 

together bid life farewell. 


But it is now too late: 


O cruel one! 
Lay’st thou on me 
so dire a scourgeP 
Grantest no grace 
for all my pain? 
Still art thou deaf 
to all my sorrow?P 


And with a last appeal to him to wake, if only for a moment, she 
sinks down, unconscious, on his body, while the orchestra 
breathes a soft reminiscence of No. 42, to the strain of which, in 
the second act, they had called upon Death to make them one for 
ever. 

Kurvenal, who had returned to the stage immediately after 
Isolde, has all this while been gazing in mute despair at Tristan. 
From behind the scenes there now comes the sound of raised 
voices and the clash of weapons. The shepherd rushes in to an- 
nounce the sighting of a second ship. Kurvenal, roused from his 
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torpor, springs up and looks over the battlements. He utters an 
imprecation, for on this other ship he has recognized King 
Marke and Melot. He and the shepherd hasten to the gate, which 
they try to barricade. The steersman of Isolde’s ship, rushing in, 
warns them that it is useless, for Marke is coming with many men. 
But Kurvenal is now beside himself with grief and rage; no one, 
he swears, shall enter while he is alive. Hearing Brangaene calling 
to her mistress to open the gate, he curses her too as a traitor. 
Then Melot’s voice is heard, warning him not to oppose them. 
Kurvenal, with an angry laugh, blesses the day that has brought 
him face to face with Tristan’s false friend; and as Melot appears 
in the gateway with a company of armed men Kurvenal hurls 
himself on him and strikes him dead. 

From behind the scenes first Brangaene’s voice, then the King’s 
is heard, telling the furious old man that he does not understand; 
but Kurvenal’s only answer is, “Here death alone holds sway: 
nought else is there to win: wouldst thou have it, come here to 
me!” He throws himself on the King and his retainers, who have 
now appeared in the gateway, while Brangaene, who has climbed 
over the wall at the side of the stage, hastens to the front to de- 
liver a message of joy to her mistress, She finds her prostrate over 
the body of Tristan, apparently dead; and while she is solicitously 
tending Isolde the King calls out, “O lies! O madness! Tristan, 
where art thou?” Kurvenal, now mortally wounded, staggers up 
to him: “there lies he”, he says, “and there lie I”. He sinks down 
at Tristan’s feet, groping blindly in his death agony for his 
master’s hand, and stammering “Tristan! Loved one! Chide me 
not that the true one follows thee!” 


51 


The tangled threads of the drama pass for a moment into the 
hands of the old King. “Dead, alas! all are dead!” he ejaculates 
mournfully. In a passion of futile grief he reproaches his Tristan 
for once more having betrayed him, for now it is too late for 
Marke to give him the message of understanding and love and 
trust that he had come to Kareol to bring. “Awake! Awake!” he 
cries; “Awake to the call of my woe! Thou faithless-faithfullest 
friend!” and he bends over the two bodies with a sob. 

Meanwhile Brangaene, by her ministrations, has succeeded in 
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calling Isolde back to the semblance of life. She tells her what 
had happened in Cornwall — how she had revealed the secret of 
the substituted potion to the King, who, comprehending all now, 
had straightway hurried over the sea to yield Isolde up to Tris- 
tan. Marke also addresses her, speaking such consolation as his 
simple old heart knows: 


Why this, Isolde, 

why this to meP 
When clear ’twas revealed 
what before I could fathom not, 
what bliss to find my friend 
was free of all reproach! 

With him I loved 

then to mate thee, 

with swelling sails 

I flew on thy track. 

But who, bearing 

peace with him, 
can the torrent of woe oertakeP 
A richer harvest reaped death: 
more woe I blindly have wrought! 


But Isolde has already passed to a sphere in which words and 
thoughts like these have no meaning. Fixing her eyes — the eyes 
now of a visionary — on Tristan’s body, she begins, to the melody 
of No. 42, her mystical monody of Verklérung, of eternal reunion 
with him. The poetry of the Liebestod is in large part quite un- 
translatable. She does not see her lover as the bystanders do. For 
her he is not dead but transfigured, open-eyed, smiling: 


See ye not 
how he beameth 
bright and brighter, 
lapped in star-shine 
high he soars? 
See ye not 
how his heart 
1 In Gottfried von Strassburg’s poem it is Kurvenal who tells King Marke of 


the love potion. This dénouement could not be employed by Wagner, who 
needed Kurvenal in Kareol. 
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is pulsing brave, 
strong and calm 
within his breast? 


Or is it, she asks the world, she alone who can see all this, she 
alone who can hear the great melody pulsing in the air about her, 
sad and sweet, all-revealing, all-reconciling, streaming from Tris- 
tan’s being into hers? What and whence are these wonder-tones 
that envelop her? 

Are they waves 

of breezes fashioned? 

Are they clouds 

of perfume woven? 

How they billow, 

thunder round me! 

Shall I breathe them? 

Shall I listenP 

Shall I drink them, 

plunge beneath themP 

In their odour 

die entranced? 

In the billowing sea, 

in the ocean of sound, 

in the world-soul’s 

depths profound, — 

to drown now, 

go down now — 

swoon in night — 


last delight! 


It is the mystical union, at last, for which they had longed. The 
music is dominated, at the finish, by the motive (No. 81) which, 
in the prelude to the second act, had been the symbol of Isolde’s 
joy at the thought of reunion with Tristan. Now it becomes the 
symbol of another union, a more cosmic joy, the ecstasy that 
throbs “in the world-soul’s depths profound”: 
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It broadens out into wider and wider waves of tone as Isolde, 
lost in her inward vision, sinks transfigured upon Tristan’s breast. 
The last word is given to the motive of Longing with which the 
opera had begun, outlining itself now through the orchestral tex- 
ture in the poignant tones of oboe and cor anglais: 

No. 60 
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The Mastersingers of Nuremberg 


CHARACTERS 
Hans Sacus, SHOEMAKER Bass 
VeiT PocNner, GOLDSMITH Bass 
Kunz VOGELGESANG, FURRIER Tenor 
KonrapD NACHTIGALL, TINSMITH Bass 
Sixtus BECKMESSER, TOWN CLERK Bass 
Fritz KOTHNER, BAKER Bass 
BALTHASAR ZORN, PEWTERER MASTERSINGERS Tenor 
ULricH EIssLINcER, GROCER Tenor 
AucusTIn Moser, TAILOR Tenor 
HERMANN ORTEL, SOAP-BOILER Bass 
Hans SCHWARZ, STOCKING-WEAVER Bass 
Hans Foutz, CoppeRsMITH Bass 
WALTHER VON STOLZING, Tenor 
A YOUNG FRANCONIAN KNIGHT 
Davin, Sacus’s APPRENTICE Tenor 
Eva, PoGNER’S DAUGHTER Soprano 
MacpA.eEna, Eva’s NuRSE Soprano 
A Nicut WATCHMAN Bass 
rE 


Rees mcd HE OPERA CORR without any first-hand knowledge of the 

; German Mastersingers must not take them at Wagner's 
} valuation. He was writing a lusty comedy, not a special- 
ws» ist treatise, and he exercised to the full the comic dra- 
matist’s or novelist’s right to use only so much of the historical 
material lying to his hand as suits his purpose, and occasionally to 
exaggerate the comicalities of it for his own ends. When he con- 
ceived the idea of an opera on the subject in 1845 he could have 
known not much more about the Mastersingers than he had de- 
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rived from a reading of Gervinus’s History of German National 
Literature (1826); and it is evident from his own account that 
what mostly interested him at that time in connection with them 
was the opportunities for fun they presented him with. They 
caught him on the rebound, as it were, from the deeply serious 
mood induced in him by his absorption in the ethical milieu of the 
Lohengrin and Parsifal epics; and just then he wanted nothing 
more from the Marker and the apprentices and the rest of the 
Nuremberg crew than material for kindly laughter. 

But as the years went on, the subject struck deeper and deeper 
roots into him. The character of Sachs took on a graver tinge; a 
philosophy, if not of actual pessimism, at any rate of resignation, 
slowly spread its grey veil over the central motive of the action; 
so that just before the first performance of the work (in Munich 
in 1868), he could write to King Ludwig in this strain: “It is im- 
possible that you should not have sensed, under the opera’s quaint 
superficies of popular humour, the profound melancholy, the la- 
ment, the cry of distress of poetry in chains, and its re-incarnation, 
its new birth, its irresistible magic power achieving mastery over 
the common and the base.” This was a vast expansion and a de- 
cided re-tinting of his own first feeling with regard to the work 
some twenty-three years earlier. 


2 


His own account of the genesis of the opera, given us in his 
autobiography, runs thus. During his reading of Gervinus, he 
says, “I was especially tickled by the title of ‘the Marker’ and the 
function he exercised in the Mastersinging. Without knowing very 
much about Sachs and his poetic contemporaries, I conceived the 
idea, during one of my walks, of a droll scene in which the cob- 
bler, in the capacity of a popular artisan-poet, makes the Marker 
sing, and, by the application of his hammer to his last, gives him 
a lesson by way of punishment for his pedantic misdeeds. For me 
the whole thing concentrated itself on two points —on the one 
hand the Marker with his slate covered with chalk-marks, and on 
the other Hans Sachs holding up the shoes he had managed to 
finish by ‘marking’ faults on the soles, each of them indicating that 
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« the singer had been ‘versungen’.* In addition I worked out swiftly, 
for the conclusion of my second act, a scene in one of the nar- 
row, crooked alleys of Nuremberg, with the neighbours roused 
from their beds, plunging into a street brawl. And so my whole 
Mastersingers comedy suddenly sprang into such vivid life within 
me that, as it was a particularly merry theme, not likely to over- 
excite me, I felt justified in disobeying my doctor’s orders and 
putting it on paper.” The immediate pull of Lohengrin was so 
strong on him, however, that he soon put the comic opera out of 
his mind. 

The street scene to which he refers was a reminiscence of an 
experience of his own, as a young man of twenty-three, in Nurem- 
berg itself. While staying there in 1835 with his brother-in-law 
Wolfram he had made the acquaintance, in a local beer-house, of 
a master carpenter named Lauermann, a grotesque creature who 
was the stock butt of the local wags. Wolfram had sportively 
passed off Wagner on him as the famous singer Lablache, visiting 
Nuremberg incognito; he had heard, it appeared, of Lauermann’s 
wonderful singing and was anxious to hear him and learn from 
him. The carpenter was gulled one night into giving an exhibition 
of his art. After the ludicrous exhibition a shindy broke out out- 
side the tavern, and for a little while it looked, says Wagner, as if 
the whole town would be engaged in a free-for-all fight. The 
knocking-out of one of the rioters brought the tumult to an end 
with a suddenness that seemed magical: “within little more than 
a minute the roaring crowd of several hundred men was quiet, 
and my brother-in-law and I were able to stroll home arm-in-arm, 
laughing and joking, through the deserted moonlit streets.” The 
scene was undoubtedly before his eyes when he sketched the 
closing scene of his second act. 

His first Prose Sketch for The Mastersingers is dated “Marien- 
bad, 16 July 1845”: it is very detailed, running to some twelve 
pages in the modern imprint. A Second Sketch, equally rich in 
detail, was made in Vienna in October 1861. As there was no 
hope at that time of Tristan being produced in Vienna for at 
least another twelve months, Wagner told Biilow on the 17th 
1 The technical term in the Mastersingers’ Guild for the failure of a candi- 
date at his trial for Mastership: he had “un-sung” or “mis-sung” himself. 
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December, he felt he ought to set to work at something new and 
different. He turned in horror from a “passionate” subject of the 
Tristan type, with all that it would involve in the way of knock- 
ing his new ideas into the noddle of a tenor. But by good luck, he 
said, his thoughts had suddenly reverted to “my old plan for a 
Mastersingers of Nuremberg.” He found his memories of that plan 
astonishingly fresh, and his imagination at once began to play 
upon it. He had already broached the scheme for “a popular 
comic opera” to his publisher Schott on the 30th October. The 
“jovial-poetic” hero of it was to be Hans Sachs; it would be full of 
drollery, light in style, and easily staged; he particularly con- 
gratulated himself on the fact that “this time I shall need neither 
a so-called first tenor nor a great tragic soprano”, the difficulty of 
finding which rare birds had been the main cause for the long de- 
lay in producing Tristan. 

Schott having shown an interest in the scheme, Wagner sent 
him a copy of his Second Sketch on the 19th November.* Once 
more, in all innocence, he stressed the simplicity and practicality 
of the new work; “it will not call for an outstanding tenor — and 
this, as things are just now, is almost everything — nor for a great 
tragic soprano, which is a good deal. The leading réle, that of Hans 
Sachs, will be written in a convenient bass register, so that it can 
be sung in any theatre by the best of the baritones or even deep 
basses.” It will all be relatively simple and well within the scope 
of any small opera company, while the larger theatres will find in 
it ample opportunities, especially in the choruses, for showing 
what they can do. 

In all this, as was not unusual with him, he was deceiving him- 
self. The Mastersingers grew far beyond his first intentions as he 
became absorbed in it. The orchestral score became the biggest 


1 This copy, though it counts technically as a Third Sketch, is virtually iden- 
tical with the Second, 

Sachs, David and Magdalena are the only characters who bear the same 
names in the First Sketch as those by which we know them now. Eva was 
for a time simply “The Daughter” or “The Maiden”; then, later, Emma. 
Similarly Walther von Stolzing was at first only “The Young Man” (later 
Konrad), and Beckmesser only “The Marker”. At a later stage he became 
“Hanslich”, or “Veit Hanslich”. Pogner began as “Bogler”; while Magdalena 
became for a while Kathrine. In the first two Sketches the opening scene 
was set in St. Sebald’s Church. 
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. ever published until then. The opera turned out anything but 
“light” for the most part; and it called for a first-rate tenor and 
soprano in addition to the central Sachs. Wagner, in his first en- 
thusiasm, counted on performing the work in the early part of 
1862; but the score was not completed until October 1867. 


3 


For the Second Sketch Wagner sought out more material than 
had been available to him in 1845. He made a close study of 
Jakob Grimm’s Ueber den altdeutschen Meistergesang (1811), a 
book into which he had probably dipped, however, in the 1840’s; 
and through Peter Cornelius he obtained the loan of Wagenseil’s * 
Nuremberg Chronicle from the Vienna Imperial Library. This 
curious old book was for a long time almost the only source of in- 
formation about the Nuremberg Mastersingers and their school 
rules. The famous Chronicle was not published until 1697, by 
which time the art of Mastersong was well in decline in Nurem- 
berg and elsewhere; Wagenseil based himself, however, on manu- 
scripts of an earlier epoch, and his account of the mid-sixteenth 
century Masters and their rules is reliable. The bulk of his curious 
volume is devoted to a history and description (in Latin) of the 
ancient town of Nuremberg: it is only in the last hundred-and- 
fifty pages or so that he settles down to set forth (in German) the 
“Origins, Practice, Utility and Rules of the Gracious Art of the 
Mastersingers’. 

From Wagenseil Wagner now made copious extracts, which are 
today printed in full at the end of his Second Sketch. He jotted 
down for his own use the names of twelve “old Nuremberg Mas- 
ters”: the list agrees with that of the Masters who appear in the 
opera, except that there he changes the first name of the historic 
Fritz Zorn to Balthasar and dispenses with one Nikolaus Vogel, 
making up the intended round dozen, however, by including 
Sachs. (He probably left out Nikolaus Vogel for a simple but 
artful reason which will be suggested later). He copied out with 
comic gusto the rules — the “Tabulatur” — that governed the Mas- 
tersong, the list of the various “faults” for which the Marker deb- 
ited a candidate with this or that number of points, the list of the 
Mastersinger “Tones”, and the quaint definitions of the various 

1 Wagenseil was born in 1633 and died in 1708. 
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types of rhymes. It was on the basis of all this that he constructed 
David's exposition of the rules of the Mastersong in the first act of 
the opera, the faults noted by Beckmesser in Walther’s singing 
and by Sachs in Beckmesser’s, and Kothner’s formal reading of the 
Tabulatur to the young knight before he embarks on his “Trial”. 

As we have just seen, the names of the Masters given in his 
list of dramatis personae are authentic enough; but the spectator 
of the opera must not take it for granted that the bearers of those 
names were in real life merely the uncouth figures of fun he sees 
on the stage. Wagner, for one thing, follows his own fancy in the 
trades he allots to them. Wagenseil gives only their names; but 
Adam Puschman (1532-1600)? supplies us with the real occupa- 
tions of some of them. Wagner makes Kothner a baker; actually 
he was a clasp or pin-maker. So was Hermann Ortel, who in the 
opera sinks to a soap-boiler. The historical Ulrich Eisslinger was 
not, as in the opera, a grocer but a timber merchant, and Friedrich 
Zorn not a pewterer but a nail-maker. These people were probably 
not artisans, in the sense in which Wagner employs that term, but 
well-to-do business men; for Nuremberg was a rich and hand- 
some city, and there was a great demand in it for good building 
materials, fine metal work, handsome furniture, artistic pottery 
and so on. Wagner's “tinsmith”, “coppersmith”, “tailor”, “stocking- 
weaver, etc. are pure fancy; nor is there any historical justifica- 
tion for his making Beckmesser the Town Clerk or for depicting 
him as a comic and stupid pedant. The melodies of his preserved 
for posterity by Puschman show him to have been no worse a 
composer than the majority. (Wagner, following Wagenseil, gives 
him the forename of Sixtus; according to Puschman it was Sigis- 
mondus, abbreviated for ordinary purposes to Six). We possess 
also authentic specimens of the melodies of Nachtigall, Eisslinger, 
Kothner, Ortel, Vogelgesang, Zorn, Foltz, a certain Bogner, and, of 
course, Hans Sachs. Foltz and Nachtigall appear to have had a 
genuine melodic vein of their own; the former’s setting of a poem 
on the theme of death is a really creditable piece of work. 


4 


As has just been pointed out, the Mastersingers were by no 
means the monsters of bourgeois absurdity which the spectators 
1 Puschman was a pupil of Sachs. 
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of Wagner's opera can too easily assume them to have been. They 
had done much good work throughout the generations, and their 
rules and faults and definitions were simply the codified results of 
long experience; it goes without saying, indeed, that no Guild of 
mere pedantic dunderheads could have earned and kept the re- 
spect of intelligent people all over Germany for so long a stretch 
of time. Their intentions, seen at their best, were a combination 
of those of, say, the French Academy, the prosodist, the gram- 
marian, the musical Conservatoire, and the adjudicators at a com- 
petition festival. A few illustrations will make this clear. 

One of the functions of the French Academy is to preserve the 
purity and uphold the dignity of the French language. The Mas- 
tersingers were similarly concerned with the employment of the 
still rather uncouth German language in its then best forms. They 
insisted on the use by the candidate of the High German that had 
become the standard speech of the upper classes and the govern- 
ment offices, and had been put to such fine use by Luther in his 
translation of the Bible. The dialect of this locality or that was 
not absolutely barred by the Mastersingers, but it was to be kept 
within bounds; it must not obtrude itself at points in a poem 
where it would attract too much and unfavourable attention to 
itself, and in rhymes it must be used only in conjunction with 
words from the same dialect, not with words in High German. 
This was an eminently sensible rule, which must have done a 
great deal to bring local dialects into conformity with the stand- 
ard speech of cultivated people, if only by ensuring that the same 
vowel would have the same sound on all like occasions. 

Several of the “faults” enumerated and penalised are quite 
rightly characterised as such. One of them — referred to in the 
opera — was “blinde Meinung” (obscure meaning), ie., saying 
what one had to say in an irregular or cloudy style. Wagenseil 
gives as an example “Ich du soll kommen” instead of “Ich und du 
soll kommen”. Browning would thus have been heavily penalised 


by the Marker for saying: 


For I am ware it is the seed of act 

God holds appraising in His hollow palm, 

Not act grown great thence on the world below, 
Leafage and branchage, vulgar eyes admire. 
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Apart from other small obscurities in this, a “which” should logi- 
cally come between “branchage” and “vulgar”. 

It was always a “fault” in the Mastersingers’ eyes and ears to 
play tricks with the language simply to get an easy rhyme or to 
make the number of syllables in one line correspond to that in 
another. Shakespeare, for example, would have lost a mark for 
writing: 

And winking Marybuds begin 
To ope their golden eyes; 
With every thing that pretty bin, 
My lady sweet, arise; 
where “bin” has artfully been used instead of “is” to make sure of 
a rhyme to “begin”. The Tabulatur specifies a good many sins of 
this and kindred sorts against the German language, and is ap- 
propriately severe on them; and it is particularly censorious of 
poetry that does not make its meaning clear at once: the “blinde 
Meinung” of some modern poetry would have kept the Marker’s 
chalk working overtime. The trouble always is that to insist 
through thick and thin on general rules of this kind is not to meet 
a particular case: a thing may be beyond question a technical 
fault, yet be accepted by us because without it the poet could not 
have said with the same pungency just what he wanted to say at 
that particular moment and in that particular connection. 


5 


In this respect the Mastersingers’ rules were calculated to do 
more harm than good in the long run. They would ensure tech- 
nical propriety at the occasional cost of individuality; the spirit 
of the poetic idea would sometimes suffer in order that the letter 
of the language might be safeguarded. But broadly speaking the 
Masters of the best period, seen in the light of their own time and 
place, were proceeding in these matters along the right lines; and 
it is hardly fair to laugh at them for the exaggerations into which 
their principles landed them now and then, and to forget how 
just, in principle, their principles really were. To insist too rigidly 
on rules, however excellent they may be in theory, is in practice 
to start sliding down the slippery slope that lands us in pedantry 
and hide-bound formalism. One of the “faults” the Masters 
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frowned upon was that described as “the soft and hard”, that is 
to say, rhyming a word in which a consonant is by definition hard 
with another word in which it is defined as soft; for example, 
“Knaben” with “Knappen”, “laden” or “Gnaden” with “Thaten”, 
“Tod” with “Gott”, “her” with “Lehr”. The purist may say they 
were mostly right in this; but the poet will plead for a trifle more 
licence in practice. It is the old story — give the man in office too 
much power and he will settle down before long into a bureau- 
crat who is more of a menace than a help to the plain citizen. 

There was nothing essentially wrong, again, with the Master- 
singers’ sifting of rhymes into categories, however comical the 
names they gave to these categories may sound in the ears of to- 
day. There were, for example, the “blunt” rhyme, the “clinking”, 
the “orphan”, the “pause”, the “blow” (“stroke”, “percussion” ). 
The “orphan” is an ending that does not rhyme with anything 
that has preceded it; Wagenseil’s example is the hymn “Allein 
Gott in der Hoh’ sei Ehr’”. The first verse of this runs thus: 


Allein Gott in der Hoh sei Ehr’ 
Und Dank fiir seine Gnade; 
Darum, dass nun und nimmermehr 
Uns riihren kann kein Schade. 

Ein Wohlgefall’'n Gott an uns hat; 
Nun ist gross Fried ohn’ Unterlass, 
All Fehd hat nun ein Ende. 


It will be seen that the final lines do not rhyme; and this proce- 
dure is repeated in the following verses. These, therefore, said 
the Masters, are “orphan” rhymes; they have no family ties, no 
home to go to. 

The “pauses”, on the other hand, rhyme only at a distance from 
each other and with a break-off from the adjacent words, as in the 
following hymn quoted by Wagenseil: 


Ach, 

Was hab’ ich, o Herr, begangen! 
Meine Siinden sind zu gross, 

Meine Glieder liegen bloss! 

Herr, nach dir steht mein Verlangen! 
Wach, 
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Du, mein Gott, und hilf nun mir, 
Dass ich bleibe stets bei dir; 
Lindre du mir meine Schmerzen, 
Denn ich bin von ganzem Herzen 
Schwach! 


6 


All this elaboration of definitions is really, soberly considered, a 
credit rather than otherwise to the Mastersingers, for it proves 
that their art had reached a stage of such variety of rhymes and 
rhythms that the necessity was felt for defining, classifying and 
organizing them. Their predecessors the Minnesingers had gone 
quite as far, if not further, in the same direction. It is a phase that 
always follows, and indeed presupposes, a considerable artistic 
development; as soon as the creators have demonstrated the vari- 
ety of which practice is capable the theoreticians step in, sort out 
the structures and technical devices into categories, and give each 
of them a label. The Mastersingers’ categories are a legacy from 
the Middle Ages, and, indeed, from Graeco-Roman times, with 
their passion for verbal hair-splitting, every device of rhetoric be- 
ing resolved into its constituent atoms and each atom then given 
a name of its own. The trouble was that as the creative faculty 
slowly dwindled among the Mastersingers too much importance 
came to be attached to labels and rules for their own sweet sakes. 
We have to remember that these “rules” that have come down to 
us were committed to paper at a time when the Mastersong had 
entered upon its decline as a living art. And of course it was no 
business of Wagner's to weigh the historical and other pro’s and 
con’s of the matter. All he was concerned with was the opportu- 
nities for comedy it presented him with. Wagenseil’s solemn enu- 
meration of all the quaintly-named categories had tickled his 
fancy, and he was determined that other people should share in 
the fun. 

These considerations apply also to the famous “Tones” or 
“Modes”. The names of these amused him immensely; he partic- 
ularly enjoyed the “Lonely Gormandiser” Tone. And when David 
reels off the long list of some forty Modes to Walther — the “Haw- 
thorn Bloom Mode”, the “Love that Passes” Mode, the “Fresh- 
gathered Oranges” Mode, the “True Pelican” Mode, and so forth, 
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. ending proudly with the “Thread-bright-at-the-end” Mode* — we 
laugh as heartily as the young knight and ejaculate with him, 
“Heaven help us! There seems no end to the code!” 

But it is all quite simple. If we examine any collection of songs, 
old or new, we see at once that the lines of the poems differ in 
length, in the number of syllables, in the distribution of the ac- 
cents, etc., while the melodies differ from each other in respect of 
the way they begin and end, the extent to which one phrase or more 
of them is repeated, and where, and so on almost ad infinitum. If 
we wanted to refer to one of these many variants in such a way 
that our interlocutor would know instantly which one we meant, 
we should have to give it a name of its own of some sort, just as 
horticulturists give fanciful but practicable distinguishing names 
to the many varieties of the rose. That, in essence, is what the 
Mastersingers did. 

In their further capacities of examiners for a diploma and ad- 
judicators at a competitive musical festival the Masters simply 
catalogued certain faults that were to be avoided in performance. 
With these, as with certain other points of their theory and prac- 
tice, we shall deal as occasion arises in our analysis of Wagner's 
opera. 


7 


Wagner had not been the first in the field with some of the 
elements of the plot of The Mastersingers. Sachs had already 
figured as the hero of a drama, Hans Sachs, by a now forgotten 
dramatist of the name of Johann Ludwig Ferdinand Deinhard- 
stein (1794-1859): the play had been produced in 1827. It is to 
be presumed that Wagner had read it; but he could have obtained 
from it very little for his own purposes except the idea of showing 
the poetic cobbler in love and at variance with his fellow-poets. 
In Deinhardstein, Sachs is the accepted lover of Kunigunde, the 
only child of the richest man in Nuremberg, the goldsmith Stef- 


1 As it happens, there was no such Mode as this. In the German it is 
“die buttglanzende Drahtweise”. Nobody has ever been able to say precisely 
what the “butt” signifies, and after a good deal of discussion it is now gen- 
erally accepted that it is simply a misprint, in Wagenseil, for “gutt”; for we 
read elsewhere of a “guttglanzende Drahtweise” (“Well-shining-thread 
Mode”) as the creation of one Jobst Zolner. 
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fen.’ Their love has to be kept secret because Kunigunde knows 
that her father will never consent to her marrying a shoemaker; 
and she tries her hardest to persuade Sachs to exchange that pro- 
saic profession for one held in more esteem in the best Nurem- 
berg circles. Deinhardstein’s Sachs, however, is not at all the 
humble old cobbler of Wagner’s opera: he is young and gallant 
and well-to-do, evidently a shoemaker in a large way of business. 
He turns a deaf ear to all Kunigunde’s entreaties because he sees 
nothing to blush for in his line of trade. He has been engaged in 
it all his life; he has shod half Nuremberg and shod it well. Nor 
is there any of the humorous diffidence of the Wagnerian Sachs in 
him; he could easily retire or turn to another trade, he says, but 
will not do so because he is a fighter, and because he regards a 
good pair of shoes as no less admirable than the product of any 
other Nuremberg workshop. 

Steffen, unaware of his daughter’s clandestine passion, has cho- 
sen for her one Eoban Runge, a fop and noodle from Augsburg, 
who has the distinction of being a senator of his native town. 
Runge and Sachs soon come into collision, and the former shows 
himself to be a sneak and a poltroon. But he has assured Steffen 
(who is proud of being a member of the Mastersingers’ Guild), 
that in Augsburg he enjoys a great reputation as a poet; and this 
counts with the goldsmith. From Runge Wagner may perhaps 
have derived a hint or two for his Beckmesser. 

But Kunigunde is not Sachs’s only trouble. He is perpetually in 
conflict with the professed Masters. He has no exaggerated opin- 
ion of his own poetry, in which he can afford to indulge himself 
only one day in the week; but poetry is the life-breath of his soul. 
The other Masters criticise him harshly for not keeping to the 
rules. One of them plumes himself on having put the would-be 
cobbler poet in his place at a recent meeting of the Guild: he had 
exposed so many faults in Sachs’s latest poem that the rafters had 
rung with the laughter of the Masters, and the poor man, accord- 
ing to him, had left the assembly pale and trembling. A second 
Master praises the first for his frankness: there is no enduring 
this Sachs who is “always different from the rest of us”, who does 
not appreciate their poetry and their rules, and does all he can to 


1 Sachs’s first wife, whom he married in 1519, was a Kunigunde, but her 
family name was Kreutzer. 
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. avoid their company. When he is accused of flouting the rules 
his answer always is that the vital thing in poetry is not the form 
but the spirit that animates the form. One of them hesitatingly 
admits that the man has some talent. “Talent! Talent!” replies an- 
other; “we have no use here for talent. Let him stick to the Tab- 
ulatur, avoid the equivoca, the relativa, blind words, and all the 
other offences against the rules”. It is observance of these, not 
talent, that makes the poet: “anyone can have talent, but not 
everyone has the fineness of ear and the solicitousness that en- 
ables us to steer clear of errors. Sachs is not solid enough yet; his 
imagination gets in his way.” Here again Deinhardstein may pos- 
sibly have provided Wagner with a few hints for the apposition 
of Sachs and Beckmesser. 

In other respects Wagner has virtually no points of contact 
with his predecessor. In Deinhardstein, the shoemaker, angered 
by Kunigunde’s insistence and the ill-will of the Masters, turns 
his back at last on his beloved Nuremberg and goes out to seek 
his fortune elsewhere. He falls in with the Emperor Maximilian 
and his train, who are out hunting; they have lost their way, and 
Sachs guides them to the city. Neither man is aware of the iden- 
tity of the other: the Emperor is travelling as a Count, and as the 
guide does not give his own name Maximilian does not know that 
he is the Hans Sachs whose poetry he admires and whom he has 
long been anxious to meet. The play ends, of course, with the 
Emperor putting everything right when he reaches the city: Sachs 
gets his Kunigunde, Steffen is reconciled to the thought of a 
shoemaker for his son-in-law now that Sachs is seen to stand high 
in the favour of the Emperor, and Runge, his machinations ex- 
posed, goes back to Augsburg with his tail between his legs. 


8 


Wagner may have been indebted for a hint here and there to 
two or three other German plays and novels of the early nine- 
teenth century. Although there must have been stories from time 
immemorial of the offering of a maiden’s hand as prize in a contest 
of some kind or other, he may quite possibly have been influ- 
enced in the shaping of the central motive of his opera by E. T. A. 
Hoffmann’s well-known tale of Master Martin the Cooper and his 
Men. From the same writer’s Signor Formica he may have taken 
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the idea of Beckmesser coming to grief through his over-eager- 
ness to pass off some one else’s work as his own in order to make 
sure of winning a prize; and it is on the cards that he may have 
known Deinhardstein’s bright little comedy Salvator Rosa (1823), 
which is a dramatised version of the Hoffmann tale. Deinhard- 
stein’s Hans Sachs was made into an opera for Lortzing by 
Philipp Reger and Philipp Diiringer: the work was produced 
in 1840, and Wagner certainly made its acquaintance during his 
Dresden period. All these odds and ends of fact, however, while 
necessary to complete the historical record, do not make the Mas- 
tersingers anyone’s work but Wagner’s. We are reminded of the 
research that has proved that this phrase and that of the Austrian 
national hymn is to be found in this or that popular melody of the 
period, and of a modern German writer's sensible summing up 
that Haydn can be credited with the composition of nothing of 
the hymn except the whole of it. 

The poem of the Mastersingers was written in thirty days and 
finished on the 25th January 1862. It was printed towards the 
end of that year. The prelude was completed by the third week of 
April 1862. Wagner set to work at the music to the opera about 
the same time, but often during the troubled years that followed 
he was either interrupted for long periods or temporarily lost 
heart for it. The final note of the full score was not written until 
the 24th October 1867. The first performance was given in Mu- 
nich, under Biilow, on the 21st June 1868, with the following cast: 


Hans SAcHs Franz Betz 


POGNER Kaspar Bausewein 
VOGELGESANG Karl Heinrich 
NACHTIGALL Eduard Sigl 
BECKMESSER Gustav Holzel 
KOTHNER Karl Fischer 
ZORN Weixlstorfer 
EISSLINGER Eduard Hoppe 
MosER Poppi 

ORTEL Thoms 
SCHWARTZ Grasser 

Foutz Hayn 
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WALTHER VON STOLZING Franz Nachbauer 
Davin Schlosser 
Eva Mathilde Mallinger 
MAGDALENA Sophie Dietz 
THE Nicut WatcHMAN Ferdinand Lang 

9 


The prelude, as Wagner styles it in his score, though he had 
begun by calling it the overture, opens with the sturdy theme of 
the Mastersingers in their corporate capacity — a solid bourgeois 
crew, firm on their feet, very self-conscious and sure of them- 
selves: 


No.1 
Moderato molto A 


In the opera the theme represents more particularly what is best 
in the Guild as transmitted by tradition and typified by Pogner 
and Sachs, its genuine concern for art according to its lights, and 
above all its love for, and pride in, the splendid ancient city of Nu- 
remberg. The strain runs its dignified course for twenty-six bars, 
gathering strength as it proceeds, and closing in the key of the 
dominant. Then flutes and clarinets strike in more softly with the 
motive of Walther’s wooing; the marking is espressivo: 


No.2 


But for the moment Walther and his youthful romantic ardour 
are only a timid intrusion into the pageantry of Nuremberg and 
the Mastersingers: they are brushed aside magisterially in a 
downward swoop of the unison strings, to make way for the brave 
fanfare — derived from the commencement of an actual Master- 
singer melody — that is the badge, as it were, of the ancient and 
honourable Guild, whose patron saint is King David: 
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As if exhilarated by this appearance of the Guild banner, the 
festal procession now gets thoroughly into its stride with a motive 
which, in the opera, will be more particularly associated with the 
Guild as the trustees of the arts of poetry and music; the honest 
breasts of the Nuremberg burghers are swelling with pride: 


With a magnificent development of this theme the Masters have 
had their say for the time being. They pass out of our sight for a 
while, and first of all there comes into view the young knight from 
the country, Walther von Stolzing, his boy’s heart aching with 
romantic yearning: 


I —=—————— 2 
Bass: A : G 


which almost immediately finds a fuller and more definite outlet 
in the theme of his passion for Eva: later in the opera we shall 
hear it in the final section of the Prize Song: 


No.6 = Dolcissimo 


Bass; G#____. F# 


‘Gt =F H 


> 


It merges, by a transition so natural that one wonders whether, in 
Wagner's original conception, the two did not form part of the 
same lyrical outburst, into a melody drawn from his Trial Song 
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- in the first act: it is youth’s cry for the beauty and love of earth in 
the spring: 


The music unfolds itself in more and more luxuriant’ foliations, 
till the time comes when the knight in his turn must make way 
for a group of apprentices that suddenly breaks into the scene. As 
is only fitting, they have no distinct theme of their own, for so far 
as Nuremberg is concerned they are insects not yet out of the 
grub stage; they are only potential tinsmiths and pewterers and 
cobblers and tailors and what not, possibly also, if the Fates are 
very kind, Mastersingers some day, entitled, they too, to walk 
with swelling chests behind the banner of King David; and so, be- 
ing burghers and Masters only in posse, not in in esse, the crisp 
wood wind theme allotted to them is simply that of their graver 
elders diminished to the scale of their age and mentality — No. 1 
with a brisker gait and a perkier manner: 


No.8 Moderato 


stacc. - ~ = & = « ian = e e 


P 
Obviously we need never expect much more from them than a 
love of chaff and horse-play among themselves and an occasional 
guying of their grave seniors. 

For a moment now and then we get a glimpse in the strings of 
Walther and his Spring Song, but it cannot make any headway 
against the gay impertinence of the apprentices, who, after par- 
odying the first of the Mastersinger themes, now subject the 
second of them (No. 4) to the same treatment. From this they 
gabble on to a new figure in the ‘cellos: 


No.9 — Te. ae a5 
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which, it will be seen, combines in the lower part with their own 
version of No. 4 above it. About this chattering figure we shall 
have one or two conjectures to make later. 

A lively development of this combination of themes, in which 
the apprentices are obviously making merry at the expense of the 
Masters — as they must often have done in old Nuremberg — 
reaches its climax in a couple of bars in which they seem to be 
dancing with glee: 


No.10 


etc. 


But into their merriment there suddenly strikes the motive of 
Walther’s yearning (No. 5); the marking is molto espressivo. 
(The piano arrangements for two hands are necessarily an im- 
perfect representation of the orchestral tissue at this point. They 
can show only the tail-end of No. 5; as a matter of fact it enters 
in the orchestra not after our No. 10 but during it). This is fol- 
lowed by a blow delivered with the full strength of the orchestra 
as the Masters sweep the apprentices aside, No. 1 thundering out 
in the trumpets and trombones. Then Wagner gathers himself up 
for a last mighty effort. It is the musician, revelling in his crafts- 
manship, rather than the dramatist or the descriptive writer, that 
now comes uppermost in him: he has some fine themes on his 
hands of which he sees the contrapuntal possibilities, and he 
means to make the most of his opportunity. Three of them, Nos. 
1, 3 and 6, he seizes upon and welds into a massive polyphonic 
whole: 


etc. 


col. 8° bassa 
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Here we have in the upper part the melody of the final stanza of 
Walther’s Prize Song (No. 6), in the middle part the King David 
or Banner fanfare (No. 3), and as a foundation, in the double 
basses, bassoons and booming bass tuba, the main Mastersingers’ 
motive (No. 1). The impudent staccato figure shown in the lower 
part of No. 9 makes a passing appearance or two, but broadly 
speaking the tissue from now to the end of the overture is woven 
out of the dignified motives associated with the Mastersingers 
and Nuremberg. There is a comic touch at one point, where the 
bass tuba, with a heavy trill on the low A, seems to be shaking its 
fat sides with laughter. The climax comes with an imposing state- 
ment of No. 3, then No. 4, and finally No. 1. But — a point not al- 
ways made sufficiently clear in performance — the merry bass of 
No. 9 plays about to the last, and it is actually this, in conjunction 
with a trumpet fanfare, that has the last word: 
No.12 2ndvins. & Piccolo St higher 


etc. 


f 


In its operatic form the prelude has no 
straight on into the opening scene. 


10 


The Mastersingers prelude having become a stock piece with 
conductors and orchestras, it goes without saying that in nine in- 
stances out of ten it is inadequately performed. Many of the finer 
points of the score are not brought out because the quiet signifi- 
cance of them has escaped the executants, who are content to 
rely upon a general effect of massive sonority. We hardly ever 
hear, for example, the bass line in bars 59-70 (entrusted to bas- 
soons, double basses and bass tuba) phrased in accordance with 
Wagner's instructions, which he makes so clear that it is evident 
he attached some importance to the matter. He has marked the 
passage thus in the tuba and bassoons: 


ormal ending, but runs 
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It is the custom, again, of some conductors to slow down con- 
siderably the King David fanfare theme (No. 3) in its final state- 
ment 26 bars before the end of the prelude, following this up 
with a pumped-up accelerando in the last dozen bars. But if 
Wagner had wanted any of these violent changes of tempo he 
would have specified them. All he has asked for at the first point 
mentioned is a more emphatic delivery of No. 8: his marking of it is 
simply “sehr gewichtig”, i.e., molto pesante. Neither then nor later 
does he indicate any change of speed. 

Conductors would do well to make themselves thoroughly ac- 
quainted with Wagner’s long dissertation on the tempo of the 
overture in his treatise On Conducting. He always attached the 
greatest importance to tempo; it was his constant complaint in his 
later years that there was not a single conductor in Germany who 
could be trusted to find the right tempo for a passage without 
himself standing at his elbow; and the imagination boggles at the 
thought of what he would have said of some of the Wagner con- 
ductors of the present day. He was particularly severe on those 
of the tribe who, without any experience of opera, performed this 
or that excerpt from his works in the light of their feeling for con- 
cert music only, without any real understanding of the drama from 
which the excerpts have been taken. 

To the opening and main tempo of the Mastersingers overture 
he gave conductors a clue when he said that it must be that of the 
corresponding passage in the third act of the opera at the point 
where Kothner comes forward carrying the banner of the Guild. 
But the last thing he ever desired was a rigid metronomic time- 
beating throughout a work or an episode; a tempo should always 
be subtly inflected from moment to moment, without, however, 
any violence being done to the basic speed; the music should sing, 
in the way a few of the really great singers have made familiar 
to us. He had intentionally marked the overture, he says, “sehr 
massig bewegt”; i.e., molto moderato but at the same time with 
animation. The music has to be “kept moving”, and “moving” 
means slighty different things in different conjunctures. When 
specifying the tempo, Wagner says, he had in mind something 
like the old allegro maestoso, “and no tempo stands more in need 
of modification from time to time in a long work than this, es- 
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pecially when the thematic contents are the subject of markedly 
defined episodic treatment”. He shows how easily a steady basic 
4/4 can be made to lend itself to this subtle flexibility. Beaten in 
“vigorously animated” crotchets it can express a lively allegro, as 
in the eight bars of our No. 5; conceived as a “half-period” result- 
ing from “the combination of two 2/4 beats”, as in the diminution 
which our No. 1 undergoes in No. 8, it can give us the feeling of 
a “brisk scherzando”; conceived as an alla breve (2/2) it may 
suggest “the older easy-going tempo andante with its two mod- 
erately slow beats”, in which sense, he continues, he has employed 
it during the combination of themes shown in our No. 11; while 
the upper melody of this, at its first “diminished” appearance “in 
pure 4/4 beats” (No. 6), can be made to express both tenderness 
and impulsive passion. For No. 6 a slight easing of the tempo is 
required; and it was in order to prepare unobtrusively for this 
that he had marked the preceding bar rallentando. Other little 
nuances of time and beat are set forth in Wagner’s exposition, 
which should be read and digested by conductors and orchestral 
players before they attempt the prelude. The overture had gone 
extremely well, he says, at the first performance under himself in 
Leipzig; but no sooner did the German Kapellmeisters get hold 
of it than they made nonsense of it. “Only imagine anything so 
animated and yet so sensitive and so delicately organised from 
first to last as the tempo I have indicated for the prelude being 
suddenly packed into the Procrustes-bed of one of these ‘classical’ 
time-beaters! It’s a case of “Get in and lie down: where you are 
too long I will hack a bit off you; where you are too short I'll 
stretch you!’ and the music strikes up to drown the martyred vic- 
tim’s moans!” 


dit 


The construction of the overture presents us with one or two 
little puzzles. 

It was first performed at Leipzig, under Wagner himself, on the 
31st October 1862, at a concert given by him in conjunction with 
a young protégé of his of that period, Wendelin Weissheimer. As 
a rule the overture to an opera, like the foreword to a book, is 
written last; and it was perhaps because Wagner, in his first en- 
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thusiasm for his subject, departed from this sound rule that to us 
of today who know the whole opera so well the “programme” of the 
overture is not quite as clear as we could wish it to be. 

The prelude appears to have been drafted in the early weeks 
of 1862, when Wagner was living at Biebrich, near Mainz, for 
Weissheimer tells us in his memoirs that about February or March 
of that year Wagner showed him “a sheet containing the broad 
working-out of the initial motive, and, lower down, the second 
motive in E [our No. 6] and the trumpet passage characterising 
the Mastersingers [No. 3]. He consequently wrote the prelude 
before he had composed a note of the text. . . The astonishing 
thing about the motive in E was the happy accident that later on 
the words of Walther’s Prize Song fitted this wonderful melody 
precisely. Certainly when conceiving the prelude he had not the 
remotest idea of that Prize Song in the third act.” What was in 
Weissheimer’s mind was probably that in the main the Prize Song 
as we now have it runs on quite other lines than those of No. 6, 
which constitutes only an item in the conclusion of the melody. 
The curious story of the origin of the present Prize Song will be 
told in full later; all we are concerned with at present is the un- 
doubted fact that the prelude, which has superficially the appear- 
ance of being “constructed out of motives from the opera”, was 
conceived and completed before Wagner had begun the formal 
musical setting of his text. This is established by a letter of his 
to Minna of the 21st April 1862, in which he says, “Actually I 
have done nothing of my opera except the overture [sic]; but this 
has turned out very well, and will probably cut out all my other 
overtures.” 

We may correlate this passage with one in his autobiography. 
His pleasant walks in Biebrich in the early spring of 1862, he says, 
awoke in him once more the desire for work. (By “work” he 
means musical composition: the poem of the Mastersingers had 
been completed by the 25th January of that year). “Watching 
one evening from the balcony of my house a fine sunset, lighting 
up in glory the splendid view of “golden Mainz’ and the majesti- 
cally flowing Rhine, the prelude to my Mastersingers suddenly 
sprang up clearly in my mind as I had once before beheld it in a 
troubled mood, as it were a distant mirage, and I proceeded to 
draft out the prelude precisely as it appears today in the score, 
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_that is to say, setting forth with the utmost definiteness the main 
motives of the whole drama. Then I went on at once to work at 
the text, composing the scenes in due sequence.” Manifestly, 

then, even while working at the text of the poem, and probably 

for some time before that, he had decided upon several of his 
leading motives. This, indeed, was in accordance with his gen- 
eral practice; the musician and the poet in him went hand in 
hand. When, however, he speaks of having set forth “the main 
motives of the whole drama” in the prelude he was obviously 
generalising very broadly and not entirely in consistency with the 
facts. The overture contains, for instance, no reference to Sachs, 
either as poet, as cobbler, or as the wise old man, mellowed by 
adversity, who has a tender spot in his heart for Eva. The pro- 
founder depths of the character did not reveal themselves to 

Wagner until he had begun to create him musically; and there 
are good grounds for conjecturing that the theme of “Wahn” (No. 
43), which is the very key to the lovable old cobbler’s soul, had 
not so much as entered the composer’s consciousness at the time 
he was writing the overture. Further, there is no reference in the 
prelude to Beckmesser and what he stands for. Wagner, in fact, 
had concentrated on what must have seemed to him at that early 
stage the three seminal elements — Nuremberg and its Masters, 
the youthful ardour of Walther, and the apprentices and the 
Folk, who formed the lighter counterpiece to the Mastersingers. 


12 


But the upshot of it all is a little point that is not quite clear. 
While there is no reference in the overture to Sachs or Beck- 
messer, and we hear little more of Walther than is hinted at in 
the conclusion of the Prize Song and a fragment from the Trial 
Song, a fair amount of space is allotted to the motive for the ’cel- 
los in our No. 9, which even takes possession, as we have seen in 
No. 12, of the final bars of the prelude.* Does this rather liberal 


1 That is to say, in its operatic form. For concert purposes Wagner had to 
supply a few more bars of formal close. In the manuscript of the full score of 
the opera, at the double bar marking the point at which the curtain rises and 
the prelude runs without a break into the chorale with which the drama 
opens, he has scribbled a note “for the engraver” which runs thus: “The two 
bars added in pencil are valid only for the special edition of the prelude for 
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use of it, one ventures to surmise, represent some first intention 
or other on Wagner’s part in 1862 that was not carried into effect 
later in the opera itself? For this “motive” — if we can call it that 
—really cannot be regarded as constituting one of those “main 
motives of the whole drama” of which Wagner speaks in My Life. 
After the prelude we hear no more of it until near the conclusion 
of the opera, when it makes a brief appearance — for no more 
than three bars — at the end of our No. 1, at the point where the 
procession of the Masters reaches the platform. Later it crops up 
in the comic episode of Beckmesser ascending the mound to com- 
pete for the prize, where it points the jeering words of the pop- 
ulace: 


She will never choose him! 
If I were the maiden Id refuse him! etc. 


After that we do not meet with it again until the final two pages 
of the score, where it dances about in glee as the people shout 
their last word of homage to “Nuremberg’s darling Sachs”. This 
tiny and scarcely-used figure, in fact, is the one chosen to end the 
opera, as it had been the one chosen to end the overture. 

How are we to account for this somewhat strange procedure on 
Wagner's part? The only possible conclusion seems to be that 
originally it was designed to play a much larger part than ulti- 
mately fell to its lot, and it was with this intention at the back of 
his mind that Wagner, writing the prelude in advance of the 
opera, gave it the prominence he did. The commentators, who 
have to give a name to everything, refer to it as the “Hilarity” 
motive, though strictly speaking, as we have seen, it occupies so 
infinitesimal a part of the opera as hardly to warrant its being re- 
garded as a “motive” at all. 

To summarise the argument. The full score of the opera runs 
to 570 pages. It is not until page 485 that the “Hilarity” figure 
makes an appearance in the opera itself, and that a very brief 
one. It recurs on pages 504, 505 and 506; after which we hear no 
more of it until the final page of the score, where, in conjunction 
with the trumpet flourish (as in our No. 12), it joyously con- 
cludes the opera as it had concluded the prelude. My suggestion 


concert purposes; in this the double bar must be omitted, while in the opera 
score the two added bars must be left out, and the double bar holds good.” 
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« is that Wagner had planned this conclusion to the whole work 
even before writing the prelude, with the intention of letting the 
Folk have the last word as against the Masters. It was only when 
he came to write the opera proper that he found there was no 
valid excuse or opportunity for so employing the motive until 
within a few minutes of the end. Meanwhile, however, it had 
taken a place in the overture from which there was now no eject- 
ing it without re-modelling the whole piece; so there it had to stay. 
Few concert room listeners to the prelude associate the “motive” 
with anything in the opera itself. Those who have read an analysis 
of the Mastersingers recognise it as the snippet of tune to which 
the people sing “She will never choose him”, and therefore as- 
sociate it in some dim way with Beckmesser, which could not 
possibly have been Wagner's intention when writing the prelude; 
as the Marker makes no appearance there as either a personage 


or a symbol, a jibe at him is surely pointless. 
13 


The place and period of the action of the opera are “Nurem- 
berg about the middle of the sixteenth century”; and it is as well 
to have at the back of our minds some notion of what that Nurem- 
berg was like. It was a proud and prosperous city of some thirty 
thousand inhabitants, very beautiful with its innumerable gable 
roofs, its many handsome patrician houses, its eleven bridges 
across the river Pegnitz, its exquisite churches, its magnificent 
castle, its climbing and winding streets, its many fountains, its 
triple circle of walls with their close on two hundred towers. No 
other German town, and few in other lands, could compare with 
it for beauty: “in all Europe”, wrote the sixteenth century Italian 
traveller Aeneas Sylvius (Pope Pius II), “you will find nothing to 
surpass it in magnificence and wealth of ornament”. “When, com- 
ing from Lower Franconia, one perceives this glorious city”, he 
says, “its splendour seems truly magnificent. . . The imperial 
castle proudly dominates it, and the burghers’ dwellings seem to 
have been built for princes. Indeed, the kings of Scotland would be 
glad to be housed as luxuriously as the ordinary citizens of Nur- 
emberg.” At the time when Hans Sachs lived there the town har- 
boured artists and scientists of the calibre of Albrecht Diirer, 
Holzschuher (the architect of the old Rathhaus), Peter Vischer 


303 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


(the designer of the exquisite shrine in the church of St. Sebald 
upon which Sachs must often have feasted his eyes), stonework- 
ers and art-craftsmen of the quality of Adam Krafft, the great hu- 
manist Willibald Pirkheimer, and the explorer Martin Behaim, 
who constructed the first geographical globe. We may take it for 
granted that the Mastersingers who were held in esteem in such 
a town as this were not the purely burlesque figures that Wagner 
makes of them.’ 

We may fix the time of the action of the opera more precisely 
at 1560, when Sachs would be sixty-six, for he is shown us as a 
widower, and his brief widowerhood lasted only about a year 
from that date. (He was born in 1494 and died in 1576). When 
the curtain rises we see an oblique section of the interior of St. 
Catherine’s church, a building, by the way, which it is no use the 
tourist going in search of, for it long ago ceased to exist in its 
ancient form.? The nave is supposed to run crosswise from left 
to background of the stage, only the last few rows of seats being 
visible to the spectator. In the foreground is the open space be- 
fore the choir; this will be closed off later by a black curtain. The 
service is nearly over. In the last row of seats are Eva and Mag- 
dalena; while a short distance from them, at the side, the young 
Walther von Stolzing is leaning against a pillar, his rapt gaze fixed 
on Eva, who repeatedly turns towards him with silent gestures: 
he is conveying his passion in dumb show, while Eva is visibly 
torn between the impulse to respond in kind, maiden modesty, 
and respect for the church service. 


14 


The final bars of the prelude run straight into a noble chorale — 
the only really first-rate thing in that genre, we are tempted to 
say, since the great days of German Protestant chorale-writing; * 
it is accompanied by an organ on the stage, and between the lines 


1 A general idea of the city may be had from Diirer’s engraving of St. An- 
thony (1519), the background of which represents Nuremberg. 

? In point of fact, it was the smaller church of St. Martha that was used for 
the meetings of the Mastersingers in Sachs’s day. St. Catherine’s did not 
come into use for that purpose until 1620. 

® Wagner hed made a close study of German chorales and German folk- 
songs before writing the opera. 
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_ of the hymn the orchestra breathes softly fragments of the three 
motives already associated in the prelude with Walther, Nos. 2, 
6 and 7: No. 2, however, becomes a flood of passion at the finish, 
as the congregation rises and makes its way to the door. Eva, fol- 
lowed by Magdalena, slowly comes forward in Walther’s direc- 
tion. He forces his way towards her through the crowd and im- 
plores her to tell him his fate: dare he hope, or must he despair? 
Is it life for him or death, heaven and sunlight or death and hell? 
He ends with the point-blank question, is she pledged to wed? Eva, 
to get a chance to reply lucidly to this torrent of enquiries, sends 
Magdalena back to retrieve first her kerchief, then its pin; but 
the over-zealous maid returns each time before Eva can open her 
mouth. The lovers’ opportunity seems to have come at last when 
Magdalena discovers that she has left her prayer-book in the pew 
and goes back for it; but unfortunately she is with the pair once 
more just in time to hear the young knight’s last question. She 
curtseys to him, puts him out of his stride by thanking him for 
the flattering attention he has shown in accompanying Eva thus 
far, and asks whether Herr Pogner may expect the honour of a 
visit from him. 

Walther, angry at having been frustrated, replies passionately, 
“Would I never his house had seen!” Magdalena reproves him: 
he has only just arrived in Nuremberg, and had not Herr Pogner 
received him in the friendliest fashion, making him free of his 
house, his table and his cellar? Surely a little gratitude is due for 
all this kindness? Eva, to the accompaniment of the motive of 
Walther’s wooing (No. 2), explains that the young man is duly 
sensible of it all, but the fact is that he wants to know whether 
she is already affianced. Magdalena is shocked at such unmaiden- 
like bluntness: suppose some one should overhear them? Eva 
points to the empty church, but even this does not reassure Mag- 
dalena. Before she can hurry Eva away, however, she catches 
sight of Sachs’s apprentice David, with whom she herself is in 
love, entering from the sacristy and beginning to close the black 
curtains. Apparently the sight of him gives her a sentimental fel- 
low-feeling for the other pair of lovers, and she so far softens to- 
wards the knight as to explain to him that, in a sense, Eva is a 
bride — “But no one yet has seen the groom!” Eva interjects 
hastily, — though only the song contest on the morrow will re- 
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veal who has won her hand. By means of rapid question and an- 
swer the knight discovers that when the Masters have chosen 
the winner of the prize of song the destined bride herself will 
crown him and give him her hand. 

Eva complicates matters a little by declaring enthusiastically 
and not quite logically that it will be Walther or no one. The 
scandalised Magdalena points out to her that she had met this 
young man for the first time in her life yesterday. True, replies 
Eva, but she had fallen in love with him instantaneously because 
he is the living image of David, whose characteristic motive now 
appears in the wood-wind: 


No. 14 


Wood Wind 


For the moment this is beyond poor Magdalena’s comprehension, 
and Eva has to explain that the David she means is not hers, and 
not even the sweet singer of Israel who figures with his harp on the 
escutcheon of the Masters’ Guild — the orchestra, by means of No. 
3, tells us who that is — but a better David still, the glorious young 
David with golden hair of Meister Diirer’s picture, sword at side, 
sling in hand, making short work of Goliath. The poetry and the 
passion of all this are beyond poor prosaic Magdalena; but the 
mention of David has made her quite emotional on her own 
account. 

David, after disappearing for a moment, has returned with a 
rule stuck in his belt and a large piece of white chalk, attached 
to a string, in his hand. Magdalena’s first coquettish thought is 
that he has shut them up in the church to have her all to himself; 
but he explains, to the accompaniment of No. 14, which will 
henceforth be representative of him, that he has serious business 
in hand. He has to prepare the church for a Song Trial at which 
the Masters will elevate to their own dignity some novice or other 
whose performance is fortunate enough to please them by its strict 
observance of the rules. This, Magdalena opines, is a stroke of luck 
for the knight. He could not have come to a better place or at a 
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- better time if he wants to qualify for Eva’s hand; made, with 
luck, a Master today, he can compete for her tomorrow. She will 
not dream of allowing him to see them home, as he fain would do: 
she will leave him in charge of David, who will do him the service 
of coaching him in the rules and procedure of these trials. Wal- 
ther and Eva bid each other a passionate farewell to the strains 
of No. 5, he assuring her that she shall see him again that evening, 
and that if his sword does not suffice to win her he will sing her 
to his side as a Master among Masters, laying his ardent youth 
and his poet’s heart at her feet, she vowing to return his love in 
full; and the two voices blend in a brief duet on the theme of 
No. 6. 

Magdalena, rather scandalised and scared by this outburst, 
hurries Eva away, leaving Walther to the care of David, who has 
been vastly amused at the suggestion that this young lordling 
may have the luck to graduate as a Master straight away. Walther, 
feverish and brooding, has thrown himself into a high chair which 
two apprentices who entered a little while ago, carrying benches, 
have just moved from the wall towards the centre of the stage. 
Sunk in his own thoughts, he hardly notices what now goes on. 
A number of other apprentices have come in, bringing more 
benches, which they arrange, according to their lights, for the 
session of the Masters. The lovelorn David’s thoughts are not with 
them and the inexpert attempts they are making to set the scene; 
he is thinking how agreeable it would be if he himself were to be 
made a Master. The apprentices go about their task gaily but 
clumsily, chaffing David all the time; the cobbler’s boy and his 
rather elderly Magdalena are evidently a standing butt for their 
wit. 


15 


As we have just learned from David, a “Trial” is to be held in 
the church that day. “Is there to be a ‘Singen’?” Magdalena had 
asked him; and his reply had been, “Not today; only a ‘Freiung’”. 
The distinction between a “Freiung” and a “Singschule” was that 
the former was of a more preliminary and private character. Can- 
didates were heard in the first place and sifted out by the Mas- 
ters alone, whereas the “Song School” was of a more advanced 
character and open to the public. The route to Mastership was a 
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long and difficult one. Aspirants and practitioners were gradated 
very much on the lines of the commercial guilds: there were 
(a) Scholars (beginners) with no knowledge of the Tabulatur, 
(b) School-friends (those who had a good acquaintance with the 
rules), (c) Singers (who could sing some half-dozen Master- 
melodies without faults; this implied a knowledge of the various 
established “Melodies” and “Tones”), (d) Poets (who could write 
a song of their own to fit some recognised “Tone” ), and (e) Mas- 
ters (who could turn out not only an original poem but a “Tone” 
of their own). David, we gather, had got as far as the “School- 
friend” stage; it is this proud knowledge of his that now enables 
him to reel off a long list of “Tones” to the dazed Walther. 

Of the open Song Schools, we learn from Wagenseil and others, 
the citizens of Nuremberg were informed by means of four or 
five tablets, three at least of which were affixed to poles in the 
marketplace, and one outside St. Catherine’s Church. These tab- 
lets displayed painted emblems of the Guild and the Mastersong, 
and were accompanied by posters announcing that “at today’s 
Song School sundry lovers of the art present the Mastersingers 
with certain prizes to be sung for. First of all there will be sung, 
in the Free Singing, veracious and proven stories tending to 
Christian edification”; the songs were to consist of a certain spec- 
ified number of lines. “In the Chief Singing no song will be al- 
lowed that does not conform to Holy Scripture, being taken from 
the Old or the New Testament”; and here again the number of 
lines for the day was laid down. “The proceedings will open with 
the singing of a fine New Song after our fashion.” “Whoever 
wishes to listen, let him come to St. Catherine’s Church, where a 
beginning will be made after the noon sermon.” 

The singer at the Free Singing had to bare his head, keep his 
hat or cap in his hand, bow to the Masters, and seat himself in 
the “Song Chair”. Great pains were taken to ensure competence 
and impartiality on the part of the Markers. In Nuremberg four 
of these — the most eminent members of the Guild — sat in the 
box. The singer, before he began, had to announce the book and 
chapter of the Bible from which his words were taken; and the 
function of the senior Marker was to follow him from the Bible 
and note any deviations from the text. A second concentrated on 
the rules of the Tabulatur, giving the singer bad marks with a 
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chalk on the desk, according to a fixed tariff, for this or that failure 
to comply with them. A third paid particular attention to the 
metrics of the versification and jotted down the rhymes; while 
the fourth kept a sharp eye on the “Tone” or melody of the song. 
All the Markers were pledged to do their work honestly and with- 
out personal prejudice. It was laid down that they could either 
point out the candidate’s faults to him immediately after his trial 
or, in some cases, later in private, “so that he might not be de- 
rided by the others”. To this there was a corollary — the singer 
who had done well must not show contempt for the less fortunate 
ones. After the session there was an informal convivial gathering 
of the Masters, to which the prizewinners were invited. Adam 
Puschman, who had had experience of the Mastersong not only 
in Nuremberg but in other towns, tells us, among other things, 
that the two winners of garlands had the privilege of standing at 
the church door at the next session and collecting cash contri- 
butions. 

Wagner keeps, for the most part, very close to Wagenseil in his 
representation of the procedure of the Guild, modifying it a little 
only when that becomes necessary for his dramatic purpose; he 
has, for example, only one Marker in action, though he makes it 
clear, through the mouth of Sachs, that complete impartiality is 
expected of him: 


The Marker must be known to be 
above the mere suspicion 
of friendship or of enmity. 


This, then, in broad outline, is the strange milieu into which 
the romantic young Franconian knight finds himself suddenly 
plunged by his passion for a Master's daughter. 


16 


David has been immensely amused by Walther’s parting words 
to Eva — that if he cannot win her by his sword he will do so as 
a Master. “That’s good!” he chuckles. “A Master straight away! 
He’s got a nerve!” While Walther is brooding darkly in the chair 
the others get on with the business of preparing the church for 
the meeting of the Masters. They call on David to help them, but 
he, like the knight, has his thoughts turned inwards. He is deaf 
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to their gibes at him—the cobbler’s apprentice, according to 
them, makes his poems with awl and thread and writes them 
down on raw leather; and speaking of leather, they add glee- 
fully, how often they have tanned his hide! 

Still lost in an ecstatic vision of himself as a Master, David sur- 
prises Walther by suddenly calling out, “Now begin!” “Whatever 
do you mean?” the young man asks. “That’s what the Marker 
says”, David explains: “it’s the signal for you to start. Don’t you 
know that? Were you never at a Song Trial before?” Not one 
where the judges were artisans, says the young aristocrat. And 
so the dialogue continues. “Are you a ‘Poet’?” “Would I were!” 
“Are you a ‘Singer’?” “Would I knew!” “But surely you have 
passed through the ‘Scholar’ and ‘School-friend’ stages?” “The 
terms are new to me.” “Yet you would become a Master at one 
jump?” “Would that be so difficult?” He begs to be told all about 
it; and David, delighted to oblige, strikes an appropriate attitude 
and begins: 


Good Sir! the singer’s topmost height 
is not attained in one day’s flight. 


As for himself, he is lucky enough to enjoy the instruction of 
Nuremberg’s greatest Master, Hans Sachs. For a whole year now 
the apprentice has been studying cobbling and poetry-making 
simultaneously: 


When I have hammered smooth the leather, 
vowels and consonants string I together; 
when I have waxed my thread right well, 
what rhymes with what I quick can tell. 

I ply with zest 

my bradawl fleet, 

and learn about rest, 

and time, and beat, 

with knees round my last, 

the slow, the fast, 


and everything else embodied in the Masters’ lore as set forth in 
Wagenseil — long syllables and short, clear and dark, hard rhymes 
and soft, orphan rhymes, pauses, corns, flowers, thorns, and all 
the rest of it; and at the end he asks triumphantly, 
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All this have I learned with care and smart: 
how far now, think you, extends my art? 


for he is proud of his accomplishment. Walther is frankly con- 
temptuous: “Perhaps”, he suggests, “as far as a pair of right good 
shoes?” 

But David is not to be thrown out of his stride by a sarcasm 
which, properly taken, can be read as a compliment. Is there not, 
rightly considered, the closest analogy between a well-made pair 
of shoes and a poem constructed according to the rules of art? 
For a Master-song, he says, is constructed, like a shoe, out of cer- 
tain well-defined materials. A song is made, as the rules prescribe, 
of several sections and joins, properly cut and stitched and 
seamed and the stanzas well soled and heeled. Then comes the Af- 
tersong, which must be neither too short nor too long, have a mel- 
ody of its own, and not contain a single rhyme that has already been 
heard in the stanzas. Yet even this staggering accomplishment 
does not exhaust the list of qualifications required by a Master. 
“God help me!” ejaculates Walther. “Must I become a cobbler 
then? Tell me rather how to become an artist-singer.” 


With a sigh that he himself has not yet scaled that dizzy height: 


No.15 
Moderato 


foun Vig 
Der Meis - ter— Ton und Wei - 
The Mas - tersj/ ftones— and— meas - 


an Nam— und Zahl, 
- ures by ma - ny— names. they- call, 


David obliges him with a long list — which is almost entirely Wag- 
enseil in Wagnerian rhymes — of some forty “Tones” that have to 
be learned, beginning with the “soft” and “strong”, the “short” and 
“long” and “overlong” Tones, and so on, and ending with the 


1 In the Mastersingers’ nomenclature the complete song was a “Bar”. It 
could run to as many sections (“Gesitze”) as the creator of it chose. Each 
section consisted as a rule of two stanzas (“Stollen”) followed by an after- 
song (“Abgesang”). The procedure can be followed, along with Sachs’s 
comments, in Walther’s Morning Dream Song in the third act. 
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“tawny lion’s skin” Tone, the “true pelican” Tone and the “bright- 
ended thread” Tone. Walther now begins to realise what he is up 
against. “Good heavens!” he cries, “there seems no end to the 
code!” But David has the bit between his teeth now, and there 
is no stopping him. He launches out into a long catalogue of the 
rules laid down by the Nuremberg Masters for good singing. 
Words and notes must be clear; the singer must begin neither too 
high nor too low for his particular voice, having regard to the 
range of the melody; the breath must be carefully managed so as 
to last out to the end; there must be no rumbling, no mumbling; 
liberties must not be taken with the coloratura flourishes of the 
original: 
For if you go wrong, or alter one jot, 
or lose yourself, or get tied in a knot, 
though in nought else they could correct you, 
for this alone they'll reject you! 


and you will be “versungen”. As for himself, he sighs, 


With all my zeal and diligence 
Ive not attained this eminence; 


and whenever he makes a fault his master Sachs corrects him, he 
says feelingly, in the “Kneestrap whack” Tone; and then, if his 
Lena does not bring him consolation, he sings the “Sad-dry- 
bread-and-water’” strain. 


So be you warned in time; 
give up your dream sublime; 


he concludes; for to become a Master means no less than being 
both poet and singer. 


17 


The apprentices, who have been getting into more and more of 
a mess with their job of fixing up the stage, appeal at this point to 
David to come and help them out. But there is still no holding the 
enthusiast. “What and who is a poet?” Walther has asked him. To 
be a poet, David replies, you have first to graduate as a singer, 
knowing all about the Master Tones; then, if you can take one or 
two of these and fit words and rhymes to them in proper style you 
are received as a poet. 
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By this time the apprentices have had enough of it, and they 
insist on some attention being paid to the practical business in 
hand. David, however, has to answer one more question before 
the knight will let him go— What must one do to be named a 
Master? “The poet”, the apprentice answers solemnly, 


The poet who, no toil despising, 

to words and rhymes he himself has found 
a melody adds of his own devising, 

he will as “Mastersinger’ be crowned, 


and he sings the final line to the proud melody of the King David 
motive (No. 3). “Then there is nothing else for it”, cries Walther, 
to the ardent strain of No. 2, “but for me to become a Master, cre- 
ating my own poem and my own Tone!” 

Turning at last to the other apprentices, David finds that they 
have done everything wrong. He quickly tears their work to 
pieces; and in its place soon appears a Marker’s box —a small 
platform with a little desk and chair, and a large blackboard to 
which is attached a piece of chalk by a string; the whole is en- 
closed in curtains, which are first of all drawn at the back and 
sides, then across the front. The apprentices, to the merry tune of 
No. 14, congratulate David at each evidence of his skill. He is a 
knowing young fellow, they ironically assure him, the pride of 
Nuremberg, who may perhaps enter for a trial himself some day; 
for everyone knows how he can sing, and as for technique, does 
he not already know the “Whack” rhyme and the “Hunger” tune 
inside out, and — suiting the action to the word —has not his 
master taught him all there is to be known about the “Hearty 
Kick” melody? “Laugh if you want to,” he tells them, “but not to- 
day at me.” Here is a gallant young knight who means to try his 
luck. He knows nothing, is neither a Scholar nor a Singer, thinks 
being a Poet as easy as A B C, yet fancies he can become a fully- 
fledged Master at the first attempt. So let them rig up the box in 
good style and put the board where the Marker can get at it 
easily, for there’s going to be some fun. Then he turns to Walther 
and tries to curdle his blood. Aren’t you scared? he asks him. 
1 The apprentices have been arranging the scene for a full “Song School”, 


instead of for the more elementary “Free Singing”, or “Trial”, which is the 
business for that particular day. 
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Many a one has the Marker laid low! He will allow you seven 
faults which he will mark on the board with his chalk; but just one 
more than that and you can take yourself off, “versungen” and 
done for. And so, he concludes piously: 


Gluck auf zum Meis - ter - sing - en! 
Mogt euch das Kranzleiner - schwing - en! 
Heaven save you from. dis - as = ter, 
And make you soon, a Mas - tert 


and joining hands and dancing round the box the other appren- 
tices sing with him: 


Das Blu - men-krinz-lein aus Sei - den fein, wird 
The pre-ctous chap-let of silk - en flowers, we 


das dem Herrn Rit-ter be - schied - en sein? 
hope, Str Knight, may soom be yours! 


(This chaplet was bestowed on the successful candidate at the 
end of a trial). 


18 


The young imps scatter in alarm and make off towards the back 
as the vestry door opens and Pogner, a benign and dignified 
figure, enters accompanied by the acidulous Beckmesser. They go 
to the back of the stage, which by this time has been fully ar- 
ranged for the trial. On the right some cushioned benches for the 
Masters curve towards the centre. At the end of them, in the mid- 
dle of the scene, stands the Marker’s box, while on the left, facing 
the benches of the areopagites, is the high ecclesiastical chair — 
the “Singer's chair”. In the background is a long bench, not cush- 
ioned, for the apprentices. Walther, exasperated by their jibes, 
has flung himself on the front bench. The apprentices, putting on 
their most respectful look, are standing at the back — all except 
David, who has taken up a position by the vestry door. 
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Pogner and Beckmesser enter to a strain associated with the 
“Freiung” contest (marked A in the next quotation ). The episode 
that follows is based musically, for the most part, on three tiny 
figures constructed upon what may be called the fishing-rod prin- 
ciple: they can be employed now as a whole, now in sections. 
They are here shown, for convenience’ sake in quotation, as they 


occur in connected form a little while after the opening of the 
scene: 


Wagner employs any or all of the three figures as the fancy takes 
him, skilfully weaving them into a symphonic web that makes a 
continuous musical background in the orchestra to the easy con- 
versation-tone of the characters. Interwoven at times with No. 18 
A, B and C are hints of other motives, such as No. 2. The use of 
this latter may serve to point further the moral so often stressed in 
our analysis of Tristan and Isolde. It has always been convenient, 
for purposes of exposition, to label No. 2 the motive of Walther’s 
wooing. In the present connection, needless to say, that descrip- 
tion does not apply: though it appears in the texture during Pog- 
ners greeting to the knight, there can be no possible reference of 
it here to “Walther’s wooing”. That wooing manifestly has to come 
about in the first place by way of a trial before the Guild; so 
Wagner sees no incongruity in using the motive as part and par- 
cel of the background to the conversation now in progress. 

Pogner and Beckmesser, on their way to the church, have been 
discussing a matter of great importance to the learned Town 
Clerk. The rich goldsmith has offered his daughter’s hand as chief 
prize in the song contest on the following day, with the proviso, 
however, that the maiden herself shall accept the victor willingly. 
Beckmesser, who is in love with Eva, has a lurking fear that his 
suit may not be acceptable even if he should win, which he is con- 
fident of doing. Pogner tries to reassure him; yet, as Beckmesser 
logically puts it: 
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Yet why not this concession make me, 
for I confess it troubles me; 

if Eva be not bound to take me 

what good will all my mastery be? 


Pogner, though friendly, is equally logical: “Surely this reflection 
ought to have occurred to you before; if you are not sure of Eva's 
approval, why enter for the contest?” Beckmesser sees the point 
of this, but makes a last attempt to secure his strategical position: 
will Pogner speak for him with the maiden and tell her what a 
good, kind, virtuous man he is, and that her father thoroughly ap- 
proves of him? This Pogner promises cordially to do. 
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Walther now comes forward to greet the goldsmith. The latter 
is a trifle astonished to find the young knight at a Song School, 
but Walther glibly explains that he had left his home in the coun- 
try and come to Nuremberg for love of art: “I forgot to tell you 
yesterday, but now I must make it known —I want to become a 
Mastersinger. Accept me, I pray, in your Guild.” 

Here, however, Wagner seems to have fallen into some confu- 
sion. If that had been the knight’s purpose in coming to Nurem- 
berg, why, we naturally ask, had he not said so to Pogner when 
introducing himself at the goldsmith’s house on the preceding 
day? If it had not, then he is fibbing now. The truth appears to be 
that Wagner was not quite sure how he ought to handle this part 
of the dramatic action. In the First Prose Sketch (1845) he had 
outlined it thus: “The young man, son of an impoverished knight, 
has come to Nuremberg to try to get admission to the Masters’ 
Guild: his reading of the Heldenbuch, of the works of Walther 
von der Vogelweide, etc. has kindled in him a passionate love for 
the poetic art. He had announced himself to the senior of the 
Guild and met his daughter; and the two had quickly fallen in 
love with each other.” According to Wagner’s first plan, all this 
was to be made clear to the spectator in the conversation between 
the lovers in the opening scene in the church. But, as the reader 
is aware, that conversation runs on rather different lines in the 
opera. Nothing whatever is said by Walther about his having 
come to the town to become a Mastersinger: having fallen in love 
with Eva, it is only after he has learned from Magdalena that the 
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« maiden’s hand is to go to the victor in a coming contest of song 
that he decides to become a Master. His later colloquy with David 
shows that he knows nothing at all about even the commonest 
terminology of the Guild routine; he does not even know what a 
Marker is; he is entirely ignorant of the rules of rhymes, Tones, 
and all the rest of it, and has to ask David to explain just what a 
Master may be. A young man afire with Minnesinger poetry, who 
had gone to Nuremberg expressly to gain admission into the Mas- 
ters’ Guild, could not possibly have been so completely unin- 
formed. 

In A Communication to my Friends (1851) Walther’s motive 
is set forth as in the First Sketch: the young nobleman, inspired 
by the Heldenbuch and the songs of the Minnesingers, “leaves 
the ruined and impoverished castle of his ancestors to learn the 
Mastersingers’ art at Nuremberg”, which, one makes bold to sur- 
mise, he would hardly have thought of doing had he not already 
learned enough about it to inspire him with respect for it. But in 
the Second Sketch we are told that “Konrad [Walther] had ar- 
rived in Nuremberg from his ruined castle only yesterday; while 
discussing business with Bogler [Pogner] he had seen Emma 
[Eva], and the two had immediately fallen in love.” There is no 
hint here of his having been fired by the old poets with the de- 
sire to become a Mastersinger; he had left his home and gone to 
the rich goldsmith to try to discover some means of re-establishing 
the family fortunes. He learns later from Kathrine [Magdalena] 
“that Eva is not actually affianced, but has been destined by her 
father to be the bride of the winner in the Free-singing to be held 
on the morrow in the St. John meadow. His resolution is quickly 
taken — he himself will get admission into the Guild in order to 
compete for the prize.” A few lines further down it appears that, as 
in the opera, until David begins his exposition he does not even 
know the names of the Masters, let alone the rules of the craft.’ 
In a Third Sketch we are told still more explicitly that what had 
brought the young knight to the town and to Pogner was business. 


1 In this Second Sketch David, after explaining the functions of the Marker, 
tells the knight that the present holder of that office, who bears the name of 
“Hanslich”, is regarded as the greatest authority on the rules, a fact which 
has made him very arrogant. There is no hint of this communication in the 
opera. 
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The two dramatic motives, it will be seen, are inconsistent with 
each other. If Walther had gone to Nuremberg to see Pogner on 
business, the latter can hardly be expected to take seriously the 
young man’s assurance now that what had really brought him 
there was enthusiasm for the Mastersingers’ art and the desire to 
become a Master himself; while if that had actually been his 
prime object it is odd that he should have said nothing to Pogner 
about it until now. Why then did Wagner not take more trouble 
to reconcile these little discrepancies and make the matter more 
self-explanatory to the spectator? The answer seems to be that, as 
happened once or twice again both in the Mastersingers and the 
Ring, he was well aware of the slight confusion but did not re- 
gard it as important enough to put himself to a great deal of 
trouble to clear it up: the spectator would get the general idea, 
and that was all that mattered; the music would carry it all off. 
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For the moment Pogner does not answer Walther’s fervent ap- 
peal to be admitted to the Guild; he turns away to give a joyful 
welcome to two newcomers, Kunz Vogelgesang and Konrad Nach- 
tigall, and to tell them the good news — “this knight, whom I 
know well, wishes to devote himself to the Master-art.” Other Mas- 
ters drift in, and general greetings and introductions follow. Then 
Pogner turns warmly to Walther, assuring him of his sympathy 
and support: “Gladly I helped you to sell your land; now I shall 
be delighted to see you become one of us.” 

Beckmesser meanwhile has been standing apart brooding over 
his own problem. He will make a last attempt, he soliloquises, to 
influence Pogner; if that fails he will throw in his grand strategic 
reserve — he will serenade Eva tonight and discover what impres- 
sion his art has made on her. But suddenly he catches sight of the 
handsome young Walther in close colloquy with Pogner, and he 
scents danger in the air. “Who is this? I mislike the man!” 


What wants he here with his smiling air? 
Holla! Sixtus! of him beware! 


He listens with scorn to Walther’s thanks of Pogner and his ex- 
pression of the hope that he may today win Mastership. “Ohol 
that’s good!” he mutters; “a nice conceit he has of himself|” Pog- 
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ner, of course, makes it clear to the young man that the rules of 
the Guild must be complied with; but anyhow he himself will 
stand as his sponsor at today’s preliminary trial. (He has not yet 
realised that Walther is in love with Eva; he is aware only that he 
desires to become a Master). 

By now all the Masters have arrived, including Sachs; and it 
becomes the duty of the baker Kothner to call the roll. Producing 
a list, he does so in appropriately official style. First, as the regula- 
tions prescribe, he names himself; then he calls in succession on 
the others, beginning with the head of the Guild, Pogner. Each 
Master seats himself after answering to his name. When that of 
Nikolaus Vogel is called out his prentice pops up and says “He’s 
ill!” whereupon the others express sympathy and send best wishes 
for his recovery. (We may now be permitted to guess at Wagner's 
reason for omitting Vogel from his list of dramatis personae, 
though he had copied out, in the Second Sketch, his name along 
with those of the other eleven mentioned by Wagenseil. He had 
learned from that old author that the Masters were under strict 
obligation either to attend the sessions of the Guild or to send a 
valid excuse for not doing so; and by making Vogel an absentee 
he both brings in a neat historical touch connected with the rules 
and enables a charming break to be made in what would have 
otherwise been the monotony of a continuous calling of eleven 
names and answering to them). When Sachs’s name is called, 
David jumps up, points to him, and says pertly “He’s there!”, for 
which his Master threatens to tan his hide. Beckmesser, for his 
part, answers to his name with an acid joke at the expense of 
Sachs, whom he despises both as cobbler and as artist: “always by 
Sachs”, he says, “so that I may learn the rhyme to ‘bloom and 
wax. 
The roll call being completed, Kothner asks if they shall pro- 
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1 “TImmer bei Sachs, 
dass den Reim ich lern’ von ‘bliih’ und wachs’”. 
The historical Sachs was fond of rhyming about himself in this joking fashion 
in his poems: for example, 
Daraus ihm Gliick und Heil erwachs, 
Den treuen Rat gibt ihm Hans Sachs. 
And everyone knows his autobiographical couplet: 
Hans Sachs was a shoe- 
maker and a poet too. 
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ceed next to elect a Marker. This brings the cantankerous Beck- 
messer to his feet again: suspecting that the baker wishes to sup- 
plant him in the office he acidly offers to retire in his favour. But 
Pogner intervenes. A little thing of that sort, he says, can wait un- 
til after he has told them something of importance. Tomorrow, 
he reminds them, is Johannistag —- Midsummer day — when the 
Nurembergers are wont to hold a festival in the meadows outside 
the town, in the course of which the Masters regale the folk with 
song, and a grand Song School is held at which prizes are com- 
peted for. One thing saddens him, however. Travelling recently 
through the German lands he had been grieved to find that every- 
where, among princes and peasants alike, the burgher is held in 
low esteem. He is charged with thinking of nothing but trade 
and gold, whereas they in Nuremberg, at least, have taken art 
under their protection. As God has made him a man of wealth, 
he proposes to remove the stigma from his dearly-loved town by 
giving all his goods and gold to the winner in the Johannistag 
Song School, with the hand of his daughter Eva into the bargain. 
The generous offer is applauded enthusiastically by Masters and 
apprentices. But Pogner has not yet finished: the Masters, it is 
true, are to choose the prize winner, but the maiden herself shall 
be free to take him or not, according to her fancy. 
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Pogner’s Address, as it is generally styled, is constructed mu- 
sically upon (a) a rich symphonic development of a motive: 


No. 19 Seamer 


always associated with the joyousness of Midsummer day, and 
(b) the dignified motive of the Guild (No. 4). 

The Masters are a trifle damped, as Beckmesser had been, by 
the final clause of Pogner’s offer. As they reasonably point out, it 
“leaves them in the maiden’s hands”; what validity will their 
award of the prize have if she is to be free to reject the victor? 
But Pogner has an answer to this: his daughter can indeed throw 
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the man over, but in that case she can take no other lover; the 
fortunate man must be a Master or no one. Sachs now comes into 
the forefront of the action. Rising from his seat, he suggests a 
simple way out of the difficulty. The mind of woman, he says, is 
like that of the folk, unschooled, but sound in its instincts and in- 
tuitions. So why not leave the decision to the folk, who may safely 
be trusted to choose just as the maiden herself would do? 

At once the Masters are up in arms. The proposal is outrageous, 
they cry; if the folk are to be given the decisive word, what will 
become of art? Sachs explains patiently. No one is more loyal to 
the rules of the Guild than he, he says. Still, it would not be a bad 
idea if just once in the year the Masters were to overhaul their 
rules, lest they should come to cling too blindly to the letter and 
lose the spirit. After all, nature is the best guide in everything, as 
those will tell them who have no technical knowledge of the Tab- 
ulatur — a revolutionary sentiment received glumly by the Masters 
but warmly applauded by the apprentices, who jump up and rub 
their hands. (Here Wagner is speaking, through Sachs, in the first 
person: he had always maintained that the opposition to him 
came mostly from the “Guilds” of critics, professors and so on, 
and that the ordinary listener, with a mind unclouded by theory 
and unbefuddled by learning, never had any difficulty in under- 
standing and liking him). 

Sachs continues earnestly: 

Believe me, ye ne’er would rue it, 

if on Midsummer's day each year 

ye asked no more the people here, 

but from your Master-cloud-land broke 
and went yourselves towards the folk, 


letting them decide by the evidence of their own ears what was 
good and what bad. 
When Pogner had said to the company: 
A lifeless gift I offer not; 
a maiden helps to cast the lot: 
the prize the Masters shall declare: 
but for the rest ’tis only fair, 
whome’er the Masters choose 
the bride may still refuse, 


3821 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 
he had been accompanied by a quiet passage in the violins: 
No.20 


Scherzando, dolce 


which is one of the minor puzzles of the Meistersinger score. 
Wagner has marked it scherzando. Why? It bears the same mark- 
ing when, a trifle later, it passes to the oboe as Pogner says, in 
reply to Beckmesser’s angry objection that if the maiden is to 
have free choice the Masters might as well be left out of the 
game: 


Nay, nay! Why so? Let me explain! 

any man who the prize shall gain 
the maid may throw him over, 
but take no other for lover. 

A Mastersinger he must be, 

one crowned by you, or nobody. 


Why, we ask again, the “scherzando”? Is Pogner pulling their 
leg? We do not dispose of the difficulty by saying, as some com- 
mentators do, that No. 20 has no actual existence of its own but 
is merely a flourish, thrown off en passant, from the motive of the 
Masters (No. 4, bars 8 ff.). That fails to explain why twice, when 
Pogner is imposing his curious proviso on his offer, it should be 
just this figure that the orchestra should use to point his words, 
and that each time it should be marked scherzando. Has he per- 
haps seen some reason, after his colloquy with Walther, for guess- 
ing that the problem of the coincidence of the Masters’ choice 
with the maiden’s choice will solve itself in a way that none of 
the others suspects? It is curious, again, that No. 20 should be 
drawn upon once more when Sachs says: 


then let the folk the judges be; 
with the maid, I'm certain, they will agree; 


and later, when he urges that the judgment of the folk should be 
trusted, the flute and oboe give out No. 20 again, and once more 
it is marked scherzando. That the figure had, for Wagner, some 
special inner connection with the verdict of the folk and the 
choice of Eva seems indicated by the fact that it does not appear 
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in the score again until the last few minutes of the opera, when, 
as we shall see, it is once more associated with the folk as the final 
arbiters in matters of poetry and song. 
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Sachs’s approval of the popular judgment, of course, is rank 
heresy in the ears of the Masters. They are up in arms at once. 
Kunz Vogelgesang admits that Sachs means well, but that is 
all there is to be said for him. For Nachtigall, when the mob 
speaks it is time for a Master to be silent. Kothner sees nothing 
but the ruin of their art ahead of them if they make it dependent 
on the likes and dislikes of the people. Beckmesser, cantankerous 
as usual, says the proposed New Order would be a fine thing for 
the cobbler-poet, who for the most part can turn out nothing but 
street songs; and even the big-hearted Pogner thinks his colleague 
is going a trifle too far and too fast. So he brings them all back to 
his original proposition: do the Masters accept it or not? The 
winner, of course, says Kothner thoughtfully, will have to be a 
bachelor, he being presumably a bachelor himself. But why not a 
widower? snaps Beckmesser; why not Sachs? The old cobbler dis- 
claims any ambition of that sort, and at the same time gets a 
shaft through the Town Clerk’s armour — the wooer will have to 
be younger than either of them if little Eva is going to accept 
him. This reference to his age adds to Beckmesser’s ire. 

As the discussion looks like becoming acrimonious, Pogner, in 
virtue of his position as head of the Guild, recalls them to the 
business of the day. They have come to the church for a trial; 
and he himself wishes to commend to them a young man who is 
anxious to become a Master. Walther steps forward and bows to 
the company, to the accompaniment of the proud motive of him- 
self in propria persona: 


No. 21 
Moderato, ! 
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Beckmesser, scenting trouble, suggests that it is too late now fora 
trial that day. Some of the others are inclined to caution — an 
aristocrat presenting himself for Mastership is a novelty, and 
there is no knowing what a dubious innovation of that sort may 
lead to. Kothner insists that anyhow the young man must un- 
dergo the regulation trial. Pogner agrees with him that the rules 
must be observed; whereupon Kothner puts to him the prescribed 
questions about the candidate. First of all, is he a freeman of 
honourable birth? Pogner will go bond for that: the young man 
is Sir Walther von Stolzing, a Franconian knight, the last scion of 
an ancient line, who has come to Nuremberg with the desire to 
become a burgher. (A burgher, be it observed, not a Master- 
singer, as Walther had assured Pogner only a few minutes earlier. 
Wagner is still careless about reconciling his varying accounts of 
Walther’s motive in the Sketches and in the poem). “This Junker 
breed is good for nothing!” growls the democratic Beckmesser. 
But for the others Pogner’s word is good enough, while Sachs 
points out that in the Mastersingers’ articles it is laid down that 
no distinction shall be made between lord and peasant, the only 
thing that matters being art. 
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From this point onwards the action of the scene follows the his- 
toric rules of the Guild. First of all Kothner calls on the candidate 
to name the Master under whom he has worked.Walther replies 
in a long lyrical passage commencing thus: 


No. 22 


Moderato 


Am stil- len Herd — in Win-ters -zeit,_. wann 
By sti- bent hearth, one win- ter’s day, when 


Burg und Hof mir ein - ge - schneit,__ 
locked tn snow the cas - tle lay, 


He tells how one winter’s day he had been thrilled by the reading 
of an ancient book that sang of the loveliness of spring; the author 
was the poet whom he names as his Master, none other than Wal- 
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« ther von der Vogelweide. “A right good Master!” Sachs interjects. 
“But long since dead”, objects the peevish Beckmesser; “what in- 
struction could he give him in our rules?” And where did you 
study after that?” is Kothner’s next question. “When the frost had 
passed away”, replies Walther in a second stanza to the melody 
of the first, “and summer sang its roundelay, in the woods I saw 
and heard what the old book described: there it was I learned my 
singing.” This is too much for Beckmesser. “Oho! so you got your 
melodies from the finches and the titmice?” Vogelgesang tells him 
that he must at least admit that so far the young man has turned 
out two very decent stanzas; and Beckmesser, always apt at small 
repartee, turns on him with a savage “I suppose you praise him, 
Master Vogelgesang, because he learned his song from the birds? 
(Wohl weil vom Vogel er lernt’ den Gesang)”. 

Kothner now begins to have his doubts. “Should we go on?” he 
asks them; “I fear the knight has done for himself.” It is left to 
Sachs, as usual, to say the sensible thing: “that we shall soon find 
out; if his art is good, what does it matter where he learned it?” 
So Kothner asks the young man if he is prepared to sing them 
then and there a true Mastersong, in which words and music shall 
both be his own. (Wagner’s sly reference to his own case is obvi- 
ous here). 

For answer, Walther plunges into an aftersong with a new mel- 
ody, commencing in a new key but finishing in the main one: 


Was Win - ter-nacht,. was Wal - des-pracht,. was 
What win - ter night, what wood-lands bright, and 


Buch und Hain mich wie - sen, 
books and na- ture taught__ me, 


Everything he has seen and heard and read, he says, has turned 
to music within him; and if it is a Mastersong they want he will 
do his best to satisfy them. The others are puzzled, for all this is 
new and strange to them; but they decide to let him try his luck. 
Wagner has woven the whole long episode into a single musical 
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pattern by a ceaseless play of the orchestra upon some of the 
main elements of Walther’s lyrical preamble. 
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The trial proceeds according to the rules of the Guild. Beck- 
messer, the Marker for the day, goes with a hypocritical show of 
reluctance into the box: his chalk, he fears, is going to have its 
work cut out! As in duty bound, he explains to the candidate that 
he will be allowed seven faults, all of which will be chalked on 
the board. If he makes more than seven he will be pronounced 
“versungen”. The Marker’s ears, he says, 


are keen; 
but as your nerves, if he were seen, 
might be depressed, 
he leaves you at rest, 
and hides him in his lair: 
so heaven have you in its care! 


He pokes his head out with a malicious leer, then draws the cur- 
tains to. The acid, niggling nature of the man is defined for us 
from the outset in his characteristic motive: * 


Kothner makes a sign to the apprentices, who take down from 
the wall the board containing the “Leges tabulaturae”; they hold 
it up in front of him and he reads out the rules to Walther. A Mas- 
tersong must be made according to a plan. Each stanza must con- 
sist of two strophes sung to the same melody, and extend to sev- 
eral lines rhyming at the ends: then must come the aftersong, 
having another melody than that of the strophes: not more than 
four syllables in succession must have been used by any other 
Master in a previous song; and giving back the board to the ap- 


1 It is possible to see in this, as some commentators do, a sort of degrada- 
tion by Beckmesser of the dignified theme of the knight (No. 21). 
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. prentices, who hang it up again, he bids Walther seat himself in 
the singer’s chair. Wagner makes delightful music out of the read- 
ing of the rules; especially piquant are the conventional color- 
atura flourishes that adorn the ends of the phrases — a feature of 
the Mastersong — which are imitated with great zest by the or- 
chestra. 

“In this chair?” the young romantic asks with a shudder; this is 
not at all his notion of the freedom due to a poet and musician. 
But Kothner insists — “That is the rule’—and the young man 
takes his seat, remarking aside, “For you, beloved!” “The singer 
sits!” Kothner calls out loudly to the Marker, and from within the 
box comes the regulation order, “Now begin!” 

Walther’s trial song is an inspiration of the moment, evidently, 
for he fastens on the “Now begin!” as a kind of poetic motive and 
embroiders upon it. “So cried the spring through the land”, he 
says: 


So rief der Lenz. in dem Wald, dass 
So cried the spring thro the land, loud 
. laut es ihn durch =< _ halit: 


rang ithe glad com mand} ————— 
and the forest heard it and responded, the whole glad earth re- 
joicing in the liberation of spring: 


No. 26 


Es schwillt undschallt, es__ tont der Wald von 
To fur-thest bounds the. wood re-sounds with. 
hol - der Stimmen Ge - men - ge} 


sweet and joy - ous vot - ces; 


The lovely song is filled with the ardour of youth; but apparently 
it sins grievously against the Nuremberg rules, for the sound of 


327 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


vigorous scratchings on the board comes from the box. Walther is 
perturbed, but masters himself and proceeds with a description of 
gloomy old winter cowering and snarling in its lair, listening en- 
viously, bent on turning this song of the gladness of earth into one 
of sadness: whether Walther intends it or not, his song of wintry 
petrifaction and spring renewal is symbolical of the pedantic 
Masters and himself. Now all on fire, he rises from the chair —a 
capital crime according to the rules —and launches out into a 
paean to youth and spring and love. One feature of the song, the 
soft murmur of spring: 
No. 27 


eto. 


has to be specially noticed, for, as we shall see later, it struck 
deep into the poetic and still young heart of old Sachs. 

The curtains are flung violently aside and Beckmesser’s head 
appears. “Have you finished?” he asks harshly. “Why?” says Wal- 
ther. “Because there’s no more room on my board!” and the 
Marker holds it out, showing every inch of it covered with chalk 
marks. The Masters break into loud laughter, to the accompani- 
ment of a derisive figure: 


No. 28 


ete. 


in the orchestra. 

Walther tries to make them understand that he has another 
stanza to sing, this time in praise of his lady. But Beckmesser, cut- 
ting him short, steps out of the box and invites the Masters to in- 
spect the board in detail. Never has he listened to such an exhibi- 
tion of incompetence, he says — “cloudy meaning”, mistakes in 
quantity and time, “too short”, “too long”, “faulty rhyme”, the 
melody a nonsensical mixture of the “Adventure” Mode, the “Blue- 
knight-spur” Mode, the “High fir-tree” Mode, the “Proud stripling” 


828 


THE MASTERSINGERS OF NUREMBERG 


«Mode, and heaven knows what; all the faults, mutatis mutandis, 
of incompetence and plagiarism and bad taste which the critics 
and professors used to try to fix on Wagner himself. The other 
Masters agree with Beckmesser; Kothner’s special grievance is 
that the singer in his enthusiasm had risen from the chair before 
receiving permission to do so. 


25 


One alone among them keeps his head. Sachs, whose interest in 
the song had manifestly increased the more he heard of it, now 
comes forward. The serious, even mournful side of the nature of 
the shoemaker who is also an artist and a philosopher is expressed 


in a little phrase in the orchestra of which we shall hear more 
later: 


But this gives way at once to the motive of Sachs’s Benevolence, 
as it may be called: 


No. 30 8 a et 


as he gives the company his own view of what they have just 
heard. The song, he says, is undoubtedly novel in substance and 
form, but he has not found it, as they have done, wild or confused. 
True it had not run along the lines laid down by the Masters, but 
its course for all that had been steady and sure. And he gives the 
Guild some good advice: 


Before you try to measure 

what does not with your rules agree, 
forget the laws you treasure, 

ask first what its own rules may be! 
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Beckmesser’s derisive reply to this is the traditional one of the 
academic — “To tell the poet that he should sing just as he feels, 
regardless of rules, is to throw the doors of art wide open to the 
common herd. Sing to the people in the street and the market- 
place in this style if you like, but here among us nothing is per- 
mitted that runs counter to the rules.” 

Sachs tells him, in effect, that what he needs is a new pair of 
ears. Anyhow, since he is so concerned for the sanctity of the 
rules, let him remember the one that lays it down that the Marker 
must be above all suspicion of friendship or enmity towards a 
contestant. How does Beckmesser come through that test? Since 
he is going a-wooing, would it not be only simple human nature 
in him to do what he can to shame his rival before the School? 

Does Sachs, perhaps, half-suspect why the knight is so anxious 
to be accepted as a Master this very day? It may be so. Anyhow 
Walther seems to be sensitive to the unspoken nuance of sugges- 
tion, for he “flames up”, as the stage directions put it. The others 
think that Sachs has “gone too far”; Kothner reproves him for “be- 
ing personal”. Beckmesser, feeling that the best defence is attack, 
rounds on Sachs. Let the cobbler stick to his last, he says; since 
Sachs took to poetry his shoemaking has deteriorated. “Just look 
at this shoe of mine”, he cries; “see how loose it is; hear how it 
cracks!” 


This stuff he loves to scrawl, 
for me he may keep it all, 
his histories, plays, and his farcical muse, 
if tomorrow he'll bring me my new pair of shoes; 


and a figure suggestive of the cobbler hammering away at a shoe 
is reiterated by the orchestra: 
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_ Sachs scratches his head in humorous discomfiture: no one, he 
says, objects to his scribbling a bit of doggerel on the soles of a 
donkey-driver’s shoes; can’t he be permitted, then, to decorate 
the Town Clerk’s in the same harmless way? The trouble is that 
so far he hasn’t been able to think of a couplet worthy of so au- 
gust a subject. Possibly it may come to him if he hears the re- 
mainder of the knight’s song; so he suggests that he shall be al- 


lowed to continue. 
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The Masters protest that they have had enough of it, but Sachs 
gives the knight a bit of sensible advice — “Sing on, just to annoy 
the Marker!” So Walther mounts the chair once more and breaks 
into the final section of his song, which describes the screech owl 
and the raven, the magpie and the crow, making the woodland 
hideous with their raucous voices — for all the world like so many 
Masters — until a bright and beautiful bird soars up into the blue 
above him, inviting him to join it in its flight, and filling his heart 
with joy and his throat with song: 


towards the light 
I take my flight, 
from the city dead, 
with wings wide spread, 
to the hill of my desiring, 
to the Vogelweid so green, so free, 
where Master Walther sang to me; 
and there my voice I raise 
to sing my lady’s praise; 
forth it flows, 
unheeding croaks of Master-crows, 
the song of love's sweet spell! 
Farewell, ye Masters, farewell! 


But the croaking crows and chattering magpies of the Guild 
are not so easily silenced. Throughout the big ensemble that 
terminates the act the Masters keep up a machine-gun fire of 
disparaging comment as Walther sings. Beckmesser trots from 
one to another of them, exhibiting the board with its scoring of 
not a mere seven but more than fifty faults; and this presumptu- 
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ous young lunatic wants to qualify as a Master! The apprentices, 
including David, are delighted to join in: they link hands in a 
ring and dance round the box, singing their merry motive of the 
Silken Chaplet (No. 17). It is all wrought into one massive choral 
structure, with the angry Walther going on indomitably, his song 
soaring above the turmoil. Sachs is barely audible, but what he is 
saying is that the knight is a true poet and singer who can hold 
his own against the rabble of Masters. 

At last Beckmesser is heard inviting the others to register their 
final verdict. They raise their hands en masse (except Sachs) and 
declare the knight “versungen und verthan”. Walther, with a 
proud contemptuous gesture, leaves the chair and stalks out. The 
hullabaloo increases; the apprentices take possession of the Mark- 
er’s box, and even jostle the august persons of the Masters as they 
leave. Finally Sachs alone, apart from the apprentices, remains in 
the church. We hear for a moment No. 26 in the oboe, as if this 
passage from Walther’s song were still humming in the old cob- 
bler’s head; but it yields to No. 17 and then to a comically pomp- 
ous strut of the motive of the Masters (No. 1) in the bassoons. 
Sachs sums it all up in a gesture of humorous discouragement, 
turns on his heels, and, as the apprentices make merry with the 
singer's chair, leaves the stage as the curtain falls. 


27 


The second act is Wagner’s most dexterous achievement in the 
way of dramatic structure; the action is kept always moving, and 
piece fits into piece with such perfect neatness that it is only after 
close analysis of it all that we realise the skilled craftsmanship of 
the carpentry. 

The act opens with a joyous orchestral prelude on the Midsum- 
mer day motive (No. 19), now gay with trills and glissandi and 
bubbling over with high spirits in little turns like these: 

No. 32 : Vins. Vins. 


As the curtain rises we see a group of apprentices closing the 
shutters of the houses on one side of an alley and looking for- 
ward happily to the morrow’s festival: 
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Jo - han - nis - tag! Jo - han - nis - tag! 
Mid - sum - mers day! Mid = sume mers day! 


Blu - men. und— Ban - der so_— viel man mag! 
Flow-ers. and. fa - vours ma - ny and gay! 


while David, engaged in the same task on the opposite side, is 
wishing that the silken chaplet to be awarded in the contest 
might be his (No. 17). 

Along the foreground of the scene runs a street in Nuremberg, 
from the middle of which branches a narrow alley, winding 
crookedly towards the back. This presents the spectator with two 
corner houses —a handsome one (Pogner’s) on his right, with 
steps leading up to it and embrasures with stone seats along its 
front, and a humbler one (Sachs’s) on his left. At the right-hand 
edge of the stage, close to Pogner’s house, is a stately lime tree; 
at its base are green shrubs, and in front of it a stone bench. The 
door of Sachs’s house is overhung by an elder tree. The entrance 
to the house is from the front street; a divided door leads straight 
into the workshop; on the alley side of the house are two win- 
dows, one to the workshop, the other to a room beyond. It is a 
beautiful summer evening, night gradually closing in as the action 
develops. 

The apprentices are teasing David as usual when Magdalena 
arrives, bringing him a basket of dainties. She asks him eagerly 
how the knight had fared that afternoon at the Song School; and 
when she learns that he was “versungen und verthan” she peev- 
ishly snatches back the basket and goes into Pogner’s house in 
great dejection. The apprentices, who have seen and heard it all, 
make merry once more at poor David’s expense. In his rage he is 
about to attack them when Sachs comes up the alley. The boys 
scurry away: David protests that it wasn’t he who began the row, 
and his master orders him to go in, lock up, bring a light, and put 
the new shoes on the last. As they enter the workshop and pass 
on through the inner door Pogner and Eva appear in the alley, re- 
turning from their evening walk. David emerges from the inner 
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room, places a light by the shop window, and sets Sachs’s work 
out there. 

Pogner has half an idea to look his friend up, but thinks better 
of it: evidently something is troubling him. He appears to be in 
some doubt now whether he has acted quite wisely in the matter 
of the prize; he would like to talk it over with his old friend Sachs, 
but is not sure that any advice at all would be helpful just now. 
To tranquil music he bids Eva, who also seems to have something 
on her mind, sit down with him on the bench under the lime tree. 
To a new motive in the orchestra, henceforth to be associated 
with grand and dear old Nuremberg: 


No. 
34 rnateee molto 


he drinks in the soft evening air with satisfaction; tomorrow, he 
says, promises to be fine. Does not his daughter's heart rejoice, he 
asks her, at the thought of the festival, when she will crown the 
one who has proved himself Master? “Dear father, must it be a 
Master?” she asks. “For sure’, he replies; “but”, speaking more 
prophetically than he knows, “a Master of your own choice.” 

Eva, with a sigh, agrees with him as to that. She calls out to 
Magdalena, who has appeared at the door of the house and is 
beckoning to her, that she is coming, and then reminds her father 
that supper is waiting. “But no guest?” he asks with a touch of ir- 
ritation; and when she replies “Perhaps the knight?” he looks at 
her wonderingly. Did her father see him that afternoon? she asks. 
“Yes, but I was not pleased with him.” Then it begins to dawn on 
him what is behind her curiosity with regard to Walther; he taps 
his forehead and asks himself whether, maybe, he has not been 
a trifle dull-witted until now. 

She makes him precede her into the house, and manages to 
have a word with Magdalena behind his back. She learns of Wal- 
ther’s failure. Her first impulse in her distress is to go to kindly old 
Sachs and ask for first-hand news about it all. But the maid re- 
strains her: her father is sure to notice her absence, so it will be 
wiser to wait until supper is over. Besides, Magdalena has “some- 
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thing to tell her”, a “secret message” from “somebody”. “Sir Wal- 
ther?” Eva asks eagerly. “No, Beckmesser!” With a contemptuous 
shrug of her shoulders at this unimportant piece of news Eva goes 
into the house, followed by the maid. 
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Street and alley are both empty now. Sachs, in indoor clothes, 
comes back into his workshop from the inner room. With the 
Cobbler motive (No. 31) in the orchestra punctuating his re- 
marks he tells David, who is still at the bench, to place the table 
and the stool at the door of the shop, where Sachs can work in the 
fresh air, and then “get off to bed; sleep off thy folly, and tomor- 
row have a little more sense”. David goes off to his own room, 
which is on the alley side. Sachs sits down, takes up his tools, lays 
them down again, and leans back with his arm resting on the 
closed lower half of the door. 

The orchestra, with softly-breathed reminiscences of No. 26 
and No. 27, shows us where his thoughts are: they have gone 
back to Walther’s song before the Guild and the glowing sense of 
the loveliness of youth and spring it had brought him. He revels 
for a moment in the scent of the elder tree above his head, and 
then humorously reproves the poet in him for standing in the way 
of work. Making an attempt to drive poetry out of his head he 
takes up his hammer and sets to work noisily at the shoe — Beck- 
messer’s — on the last. But in vain; No. 26 and other snatches 
from Walther’s melody pass through one transformation after an- 
other in the orchestra as he recalls that ardent song of love and 
youth and the beauty of earth. From the heart that song had 
come, and to the heart it had gone. The old man plays, as the 
historical Sachs was so fond of doing, on his own name and the 
homely wax of his trade that rhymes with it: one may roughly 
render the final quatrain of his monologue thus: 


The bird who sang today 

I warrant knows the singer's knacks well! 
Masters may say him nay, 

but this I know, he pleased Hans Sachs well! 


and, like the philosopher he is, he puts poetry out of his mind for 
the time being and begins working cheerfully at the shoe. 
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Meanwhile Eva has come into the street. She goes to the shop 
door and greets him. He is very glad to see her. Over two gracious 
motives in the orchestra: 


No. 35 


eto. 


that keep weaving the loveliest of symphonic patterns, the pair 
engage in a long fencing bout. Eva fishes for information about 
the knight, but dares not ask outright what she desires to know: 
wise old Sachs reads her thoughts, but will not let her see that he 
does so. The new shoes he has made for her, she begins by saying, 
are very fine, but she hasn’t worn them yet. “Tomorrow, of 
course”, he suggests, “as bride?” “No doubt, but who will the 
bridegroom be? How do you know I shall be a bride?” “Well, 
everyone knows that.” “What everyone knows, no one knows. Is 
this the best Sachs can do? I thought he knew more.” “What 
ought I to know, then?” “Ah, friend Sachs, I see now that pitch is 
not wax! I credited you with more shrewdness.” “My child, I 
know all there is to be known about pitch and wax. I waxed the 
silken threads of your shoes to make them dainty; but now I must 
work in pitch, to harden the thread for a rough man’s use. Need 
I name him? The shoes are for Beckmesser, who hopes that all 
will acclaim him as singer and wooer tomorrow.” 


Then use the strongest pitch you can: 
may he stick, and I escape the man! 


she cries; and the verbal duel continues. 
She ought not to be so uppish, he tells her; good single men are 
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‘scarce. “But why should a widower not succeed?” “My child, he 


would be too old for thee.” “Too old? what counts in this case is 
art; let him who understands it woo me.” “You jest!” “No, it is you 
who are shuffling. God knows what maid Sachs holds in his heart 
now, but for years I have thought it was I. You carried me in 
your arms, but only, I see now, because you had no child of your 
own.” “Once I had wife and children too”, he replies gravely; “but 
they are dead, and you have grown tall and fair.” “I thought I 
should be wife and child to you. But now I see how it is; Master 
Sachs would not grieve if tomorrow Beckmesser were to carry me 
off under his very nose.” “How can I stop him? It all rests with 
your father.” “Oh, you Masters! Where do you keep your brains? 
Yours seem to have left you.” “Yes, yes, mine’s a poor addled 
head”: 

Ive had much care and fret today, 

and all my wits have flown away; 


to which the orchestra gives point with No. 29. 

This remark of his gives Eva the opening she has been manceu- 
vring for. “Was it in the School?” “Yes, at a trial that went not 
well.” “Ah, Sachs, had you but told me that I should not have 
wearied you with my chatter. But tell me now, who was at this 
trial?” “A knight, my child (No. 21), lamentably untaught.” “A 
knight, eh? was he elected?” (No. 28). “No, they were against 
him to a man.” 
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At this point Magdalena slips out of the house and calls softly 
to Eva, warning her that her father is asking for her. But she only 
turns the more eagerly to Sachs. “Is it hopeless? Why? Did he 
sing so badly that he will never be a Master?” “Never, anywhere! 
for the Master born will always fare worst at Masters’ hands.” 
Another urgent call from Magdalena goes unregarded. “But tell 
me, did he win any friend at all among them?” “Impossible! All 
felt too small beside him. He has too much pride: let him see the 
world a little. Why can’t he leave us in peace to what we have 
learned with so much toil and smart? If he wants to kick over the 
traces let him go somewhere else to do it!” At this, Eva loses her 
temper. “Aye”, she cries, to the accompaniment of the Derision 
motive (No. 28): 
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Aye! elsewhere then he'll fortune find, 


whate’er a nasty jealous man says — 
where hearts are generous and kind, 

far from all spiteful Master Hanses! 

Yes, Lena, yes! I'm coming, dear! 

Small consolation is there here! 

It smells of pitch, God save us from harm! 
Let him burn in it and keep himself warm! 


She leaves him in a rage and goes over to Magdalena. “I thought 
as much”, says Sachs to himself, looking thoughtfully and tenderly 
after her, while the Care motive (No. 29) wells up once more in 
the strings. “Now to find a way!” He closes the upper half of the 
door, so that only a glimmer of light comes through it, and he 
himself is almost invisible. 

On the other side of the stage Eva and Magdalena engage in 
excited talk. Eva tells the maid to go to bed and cease worrying 
her; but Magdalena insists on giving her the commission she has 
received from Beckmesser. She is to persuade her mistress to be 
at her window when it gets dark, to hear him try out the song 
with which he hopes to win her hand the next day. “This is the 
last straw!” cries poor Eva. “Oh, if only he would come!” she 
wails; and that motive No. 29 was for Wagner the symbol not 
only of Sachs’s cares but of care in general, Eva’s and human- 
ity’s, is shown by his employing it again in some peculiarly poign- 
ant forms in the present connection. (Occasionally, indeed, his 
motives must have had for him psychological connotations that 
escape us: how, for example, are we to account for the persistent 
use of the Cobbler motive (No. 31) in the orchestra during the 
closing passage of this dialogue between the two women?) 

Eva has heard footsteps which she takes to be those of Walther. 
In vain does Magdalena try to induce her to go indoors before her 
father notices her absence. “Go thou to the window in my stead”, 
she tells Magdalena, still listening in the direction from which 
she had heard footsteps.’ The idea of appearing at the window 
1 Wagner’s handling of the change-of-clothes motive is not entirely lucid, 
and the variants between the Sketches and the poem show that it consti- 
tuted something of a problem for him. The difficulty had arisen through the 


insertion in the opera at the last moment of the long conversation between 
Sachs and Eva, an episode for which there had been no provision in any of 
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dressed up as her mistress appeals strongly to Magdalena: David, 
who sleeps on the alley side, is sure to hear the serenade, and it 
will make him jealous and perhaps bring him to proposal point. 
She manages to draw Eva towards the door, but just then Wal- 
ther turns the corner, and Eva runs to meet him with a glad cry. 
The orchestra whips up the excitement of anticipation very much 


as it does just before Tristan’s entry in the second act of Tristan 
and Isolde. 


80 


The impassioned dialogue of the lovers begins to the accom- 
paniment of No. 36, now, however, in a more fiery form. Beside 
herself with joy, Eva greets the knight as her destined own, her 
poet and her friend. “Friend indeed”, he replies, “but not poet, 
for as poet they have rejected and derided me, and so I have 
lost your hand.” They go despairingly over the old ground again 
— she swears she will accept no one but him, but how are they to 
evade the hard conditions laid down by her father? He had sung 
his heart out at the trial, he says; but those accursed Masters, 
those hide-bound pedants and poetasters, had spurned him! Only 
one thing is left to them — flight together to freedom, into a world 
where he will be a Master by the grace of God. At the very thought 
of his enemies he sees red: the orchestra executes a wild fantasia 
upon the Derision motive (No. 28) as in his imagination he still 
sees and hears them all about him: 


Markers beset me, 
torment and fret me; 
round me they're flocking, 
gibing and mocking: 
Markers from boxes, 
cunning old foxes, 

up from the highways, 
down all the byways. . . 


the Sketches, The slight confusion which this insertion introduced into his 
original plan, and the not wholly convincing devices by which he sought to 
remedy the confusion, are of considerable interest to the student of his 
dramatic technique. To go over the whole ground critically here, however, 
would delay us unnecessarily. The reader will find a full discussion of the 
matter in my Life of Richard Wagner, III, 159-163. 
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insult thee and flout thee, 
dance about thee, 
snuffling and screeching, 
thy hand beseeching: 
a Master takes thee, 
wretched bride he makes thee, 
trembling and weeping; 
round thee they're creeping! 
And I must bear it, 

may not pursue them, 

may not strike my good sword through them! 


At the height of his delirium the horn of the Night-watchman is 
heard not far away —a single note that strikes into the tissue of 
both the music and the action with extraordinary dramatic effect. 
Walther’s first impulse is to draw his sword and cut his way 
through a danger which he senses but does not comprehend; but 
Eva lays her hand on him soothingly, and in an instant the music 
softens to the melody of the Magic of Midsummer eve: 


No. 37 Moderato 2 


P 
Base: ) = = 93 2203 ee ee eee ee 
“It was only the Watchman you heard”, Eva tells him; “conceal 
yourself under the lime tree until he passes.” Magdalena calls to 
her to make haste; and as the orchestra gives out quietly the 
tender Love motive (No. 6) she follows the maid into the house, 
giving Walther, as she goes, what seems to be an assurance that 
she will elope with him. 

As he conceals himself the Watchman comes slowly down the 
alley, reaches the street, turns the corner of Pogner’s house, and 
gradually passes out of sight, singing the simple traditional warn- 
ing to all good citizens to look out for fire and evil-doers: 


Hearken to my words, good people; 
strikes ten from every steeple; 

guard well your fire and eke your light, 
that no one may be harmed this night. 
Praise the Lord of all! 
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Hort ihr Leut’und lasst euch sa-gen, dic Glock’ hat 
Heark-en to my words, good peo-ple; strikes ten from 


Va 


S2SS SSS = 


zehn ge - schla-gen; 
COE WS 7y = stee - ple; 


Fe sings it on a key-basis of F major, and then startles us by 
blowing on his horn a booming G flat. (In the old Germany that 
still survived in Wagner's young days the Night-watchman still 
went his rounds, waking the citizens up to assure them that it 
was all right to go on sleeping. Wagner must often have heard 
the call and the horn blast as a boy. Perhaps the words and the 
melody were to some extent the same everywhere, for a night- 
watchman’s song of the mid-sixteenth century has come down to 
us that begins thus: 


No. 39 


The similarity between the melody and the words of this — “Hear 
me now, it has struck four” —and those of Wagner’s Night- 
watchman is too close to be accidental). 
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A quiet enunciation of the Cobbler motive in the violas tells us 
that Sachs has been listening and taking notice of it all. He 
withdraws his lamp and opens his door a little further: “This is 
getting serious’, he remarks; “an elopement on foot? That mustn’t 
be. I must keep my eye on them.” 

Walther, behind the lime tree, is surprised to see, as he thinks, 
Magdalena approaching him; but as No. 6 unfolds itself he per- 
ceives that it is Eva, who throws herself on his breast. Now, he 
says, he no longer doubts that he has won the Master-prize! They 
prepare to make their dash for freedom. It is time now for Sachs 
to act. He places his lamp behind a glass globe, and as the lovers 
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turn into the alley he opens the shutter again, so that a beam of 
light shoots steadily across the road. Eva and Walther, thus sud- 
denly made visible, withdraw hastily into hiding, and to add to 
the tension of the situation the harsh G flat of the Watchman’s 
horn strikes in again from a distance. There are only two routes 
open to the lovers, the way by the street — which Eva does not 
know very well — and that through the alley. Walther is sure he 
has only to appeal to Sachs and all will be well, for the cobbler is 
his friend; but Eva assures him that he is nothing of the kind: “he 
had nothing but evil to say of you.” “Sachs too?”, says Walther; 
“then out goes his light!” 

But before he can go towards the shop to carry out his purpose 
the sound of a lute being tuned is heard. Beckmesser had crept 
down the alley in the wake of the Watchman: now he seats himself 
on a stone bench between the two windows of Sachs’s house and 
looks up enquiringly at Pogner’s windows. For a moment it seems 
to Walther that the coast is clear, for Sachs has withdrawn his 
light a little, closed the lower half of his door, and placed his 
work-bench right in the doorway. The lute has given the cobbler 
a brilliant idea: he sees now how both to check the imprudent 
plan of the lovers and have some fun of his own with Beckmesser. 
When Eva tells Walther that a newcomer has appeared in the 
alley, and that he is none other than the Marker, Walther is for 
paying off his score against him at once. The anxious Eva holds 
him back: her father will be roused if there is any commotion in 
the alley: Beckmesser will merely sing a song and go away, and 
then the coast will be clear. So the pair withdraw further into the 
shadow of the bushes by the lime tree. 

Beckmesser, not seeing the expected figure at the window, be- 
gins strumming his lute impatiently: 


unconscious of the trouble that is brewing for him, a hint of which 
we get from a whisper of the Cobbler motive in the orchestra. Be- 
fore he can begin his serenade, however, Sachs hammers on his 
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=a and trolls a hearty “Jerum! Jerum! Hallo-hallo-he! Oho! Tra- 
¢ laleil”: 


No. 42 
Als E - ya aus dem Pa - ra - dies von 
When God the Lord poor moe ther Eve from 


Gott dem Herrn’ ver - sto — ssen 
Pa - ra-dise e = ject - edy 


the burden of which is that when the Lord drove Eve out of 
Paradise for her fault He took pity on her poor feet and sent an 
angel after her with instructions to make her a pair of shoes, and 
one for innocent barefoot Adam into the bargain. 
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Then the rich comedy begins. Sachs, in reply to Beckmesser’s 
protests, explains that he has to work late to finish the pair of 
shoes in which the Marker is to go singing and wooing on the 
morrow. There is no stopping the jovial cobbler: a second verse, 
which Eva and Walther have a suspicion refers to themselves, 
tells of the responsibility of mother Eve for angels like him get- 
ting no rest, for they have to sit up to all hours shoe-making: 


If you'd been more discreet, 

no stones would hurt our feet: 

but for that little slip you made 
I now must ply my awl and thread; 
and since poor Adam fell with you, 
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I ply my wax and sole my shoe! 
But were not I 
an angel from on high, 
devil make your shoes, I'd cry! 


In the final stanza Sachs asks mother Eve (and through her the 
descendant and namesake of hers who is in hiding across the 
road) to feel for the cobbler in his woe; for are not all his works 
trodden upon and ruined past repairing? 


Did not my weary soul 
an angel oft console, 
and call me up to Paradise, 
I'd leave this world which I despise. 
But when with him to heaven I go 
this world of care I leave below; 
peace fills me through, 
Hans Sachs is shoe- 
maker and a poet too. 


As he begins this stanza we hear in wood wind and horns a 
countertheme to the melody of No. 42 that symbolises the heart- 
ache of the sensitive old poet in Sachs over the evil and misery of 
the world; it becomes of prime importance later in the orchestral 
prelude to the third act: 


No. 43 
Molto espressivo 


Beckmesser is in despair: how is he to sing to his beloved — 
Magdalena has just appeared at the window in Eva’s clothes — if 
this noise goes on? Eva, indeed, may even imagine that Sachs’s 
ribald song is his serenade! He and Sachs discuss the situation. 
The shoemaker, for his part, pleads that he must get on with his 
work: has not the Marker, indeed, already reproached him pub- 
licly for giving more time to his poetising than to his cobbling? 
Beckmesser tries a combination of diplomacy and flattery: will not 
so excellent a judge as Sachs just listen to his song and tell him what 
he thinks of it? 
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Still of my shoes you're thinking solely, 
while truly I'd forgot them wholly. 

Of cobblers you're the best, I swear; 

as critic youre beyond compare. 

Your judgment mightily I prize; 

this song, then, prithee, criticise, 

with which tomurrow, when I chant it, 
I'll win the maid, if God but grant it. 


Finally, after much argument, they arrive at a compromise. 
Beckmesser is to get on with his song, Sachs with his work. But if 
he is to mark, obviously it can’t be with chalk: the shoes will 
never be finished that way. So why shouldn’t he combine the 
functions of cobbler and Marker? Why not score the faults, if any, 
with his hammer? His professional pride making him feel safe on 
that score, Beckmesser agrees. He tunes his lute, but in his agita- 
tion screws the D string up too high. He corrects it and begins his 
serenade. 

It is impossible to follow Wagner’s words faithfully and at the 
same time throw the stresses on the same wrong syllables as in the 
German. In another language only the absurdity of the general 
effect can be conveyed, something in this fashion: 


I see the dawning daylight, 
that imparts great pleasure; 
it doth my heart so excite, 
promising soon rapture, 


I do not think of dying, 
rather of trying 
to secure a young bride; 
and so on: 
No. 44 
Moderato ~\ >) 


Den Tagseh ich. er-schei-nen, der mir wohl ge- falln tut: 
I see the dawn-ing day-light that im-parts great pleas-ure, 


The whole thing is a burlesque by Wagner of the type of song in 
which the melodic stresses fall with mechanical regularity on the 
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strong beat of the bar, regardless of whether the accompanying 
word or syllable calls for accentuation or not. 

Sachs’s hammer marks three faults in the first four lines of the 
song, and Beckmesser angrily asks him what is wrong. Would it 
not be better, says the shoemaker, if instead of: 


Da _ fasstmein Herzsichei - nen—— gu-ten und fri-schen 
It doth my heart so ex - cite, pro -mis-ing soon rape 


he had proceeded something like this? 


ei-nen gu-ten, fri - schen 
50 ex - cite with pro - mise 


Da fasst mein Herz 
ft doth my heart 


Sachs, in fact, would handle the words, for musical purposes, with 
the rhythmic freedom with which Hugo Wolf and other moderns 
have familiarised us, making the vital words coincide with the 
strong beats. But in that case, Beckmesser asks testily, what be- 
comes of my rhyme of “sich einen” and “erscheinen”? They argue 
this technical point for a moment, and then the Marker continues 
as best he can, for the further he goes the more faults the shoe- 
maker marks, till in the end we can hardly hear the song for the 
hammer-strokes; we perceive, however, that it is liberally larded 
with the coloratura flourishes of which the Masters were so fond. 
Matters are not improved by the exasperated Beckmesser losing 
both his head and his wind, so that he commits more and more of- 
fences against good song and good speech as he goes on. In vain 
does he protest: 


Now art’s the thing; 

he who can fling 
his soul into his throat and sing 
a song both learnéd and loving 
will win the maid for his darling, 

and be by hér beldved. 


83 


By this time the shoes, thanks to the faults that have been 
scored on them with the hammer, are quite finished, and Sachs 
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holds them up in glee; but regardless of the shoemaker’s reminder 


* that 


Good song keeps time 

and proper rhyme; 
when Town Clerks clean forget it, 
upon their soles do I set it, 


Beckmesser, now quite out of breath and shaking his lute furi- 
ously at Sachs, keeps rambling on to the tune of No. 44: 


I know the rules perféctly, 
I kéep excéllent time; 
but t6é sing incorréctly 
for once were no great crime, 
when my heart quakes within me, 
trying to win me 
the fair maidén I woo. 


All this long while the lovers have been watching and listening, 
half-wondering, half-amused: Walther asks Eva if he can have 
gone mad, or is it all a dream, for he has the feeling that he is 
back in the School again, or in the singer’s chair. 

But the end is near. The hullabaloo has wakened David, who 
looks out and sees, as he imagines, his Magdalena being seren- 
aded by a stranger. He comes out armed with a cudgel. Mag- 
dalena signs frantically to him to go away; Beckmesser thinks 
Eva is signifying her displeasure with his song, and he flings him- 
self into the sorry remnants of it with the energy of despair. Da- 
vid collars him and begins to thrash him. By this time the neigh- 
bours also have been aroused, and now they begin to pour into 
the alley and the street. Seeing two men fighting they automati- 
cally take sides, as crowds will do, without understanding or 
caring anything about the rights and wrongs of the squabble. 
Guild rivalries and jealousies come into play: the cobblers swear 
it is the tailors, the tailors the cobblers; the locksmiths, the butch- 
ers, the bakers, the weavers, the tanners, the grocers, the joiners, 
the tin workers, the glue boilers, the wax makers, the flax weav- 
ers, soon are all in it, acting on the Irishman’s sound precept for 
behaviour in a free-for-all — “wherever you see a head, hit it”. 

The women look out of their windows, and seeing their hus- 
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bands and brothers being assaulted scream blue murder and start 
emptying cans and buckets of water on the milling crowd. The 
apprentices, of course, have been in it joyously from the begin- 
ning; now the journeymen rush in with clubs and take a hand in 
the game. Finally the dignified Masters and grave elderly citizens 
come in and exhort the madmen to stop before they are all mur- 
dered. All Nuremberg seems to be jostling and shouting in the 
streets. 


34 


Sachs, meanwhile, has extinguished his light and closed his 
shutters so that, without being visible himself, he can see through 
a chink the lovers by the lime tree. They have been watching the 
turmoil with increasing anxiety. Walther draws Eva to him and 
wraps his cloak round her, and they take cover as best they can 
in the bushes by the tree. More and more respectable citizens, 
roused from their sleep, come out in their night attire: Pogner 
appears at the window where the pseudo-Eva is weeping and 
wringing her hands, and, under the impression that it is his 
daughter, drags her back into the room. At last Walther draws 
his sword, clasps Eva in his left arm, and decides to cut his way 
through the mélée; but when they reach the middle of the alley 
Sachs darts out, scatters the combatants with his strap, seizes 
Walther by the arm, and pushes the half-fainting Eva up the 
steps of her father’s house, saying “In with you, Mistress Lena!” 
She is received and taken away by Pogner, who, what with the 
darkness and the change of costume, believes she is Magdalena. 
Then Sachs turns his attention to David, who is still, as he has 
been throughout, hard at work on Beckmesser. The Watchman’s 
horn strikes in once more, and at the sound of it the crowd breaks 
up and flees in panic: the women disappear from the windows, 
the house doors are hastily closed. Sachs seizes David, gives him 
one with his strap and kicks him into the shop; Beckmesser picks 
himself up and staggers out with the others. All this while Sachs 
has not relaxed his hold on Walther; now he hustles him into the 
shop and closes the door. 

When the Watchman enters he can scarcely believe his eyes 
and ears; he finds the place empty and as quiet as the tomb. He 
sings his ditty again in a quavering voice, this time making it 
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eleven o’ the clock; and once more he blows his discordant G flat 
against an F major harmony as he walks away slowly down the 
empty alley, which is now bathed in soft moonlight. An immense 
peace seems to have descended upon the town: the strings give 
out softly the motive of Midsummer eve Magic (No. 37), which 
is followed by quiet echoes of a motive that has played a great 
part in the texture during the cudgelling of Beckmesser and the 
accompanying riot: 


No. 47 Moderato molto tranquillo 


stace. throughout 


=m) 
. ye) 


eto. 


The peace deepens, the last word being given to a tender little 
thought for Beckmesser, whose attempt at a display of Mastership 
seems to peter out, like the poor singer himself, in a sort of sore 
and sorry limp: 


No.48 Molto tranquillo : ¥ 
Bassoon pms - 


The slow-moving Watchman turns the corner and disappears from 
sight at the exact moment of the falling of the curtain. 


35 


In the third act Sachs — not the cobbler or even the Master 
but the wise and humane old poet — comes into his own; even 
Walther and Eva now become subsidiary characters. Perhaps the 
most remarkable thing in connection with the opera is the way 
the character of Sachs developed silently within Wagner in the 
course of the years. In the First Sketch of 1845 the shoemaker- 
Master had in him something of the aggressiveness and irritability 
of the Sachs of Deinhardstein. There Wagner had shown him on 
terms of hostility, secret or avowed, with the whole Guild. In the 
trial scene in the first act he had been the “keeper of the rules” for 
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the day, in which capacity he has to read them out to the young 
aspirant for Mastership: this he does “with a touch of irony”, and 
his behaviour every now and then strikes the other Masters as 
“suspicious”. He “speaks sharply to the young man, so that the lat- 
ter is a little abashed and anxious”, though as Walther’s song pro- 
ceeds Sachs “looks at him sympathetically and at the Marker with 
irony”. When the Masters declare themselves outraged by the 
song he turns on them, makes merry at their expense, and chal- 
lenges the Marker to contribute a song of his own which he will 
take pleasure in marking. All through the work, in the First 
Sketch, there is a touch of personal frustration and bitterness in 
Sachs; when he hits out, as in the serenade scene with Beckmes- 
ser in the second act, it is to hurt. 

Wagner, again, had seen him at first too much in terms of not 
only the artistic but the social and political and religious milieu 
of the divided Germany of the sixteenth century. In what is now 
the famous monologue upon life and art in the third act of the 
opera Wagner had made him, in 1845, lament that German po- 
etry was coming to a degenerate end: “am I, a cobbler, the only 
man left who breathes the spirit of the great German past?” This 
note of personal exasperation disappears from the final work; 
Sachs now bemoans not his own lack of recognition as a poet but 
the folly of humanity in general, a humanity, however, which he 
loves deeply and would fain lead to higher things. Furthermore, 
when, in the Sketch of 1845, the young man comes into the room in 
the third act and Sachs questions him about his poetic ideals and 
looks through some of his poems, his advice to him is couched in 
terms of the German situation of his own day; “Sachs reflects for 
a time, then turns to the young man again. ‘You are a poet; yet 
you will not prosper in the present time’. He depicts with melan- 
choly humour the times they live in, the impending disappear- 
ance of the last sad remnants of the old art of Mastersong. ‘Look 
at me; I would have found it impossible to carry on had I not 
been able to occupy my mind with these thoughts. That is why 
I am a cobbler, and, believe me, this cobbler is the last poet of 
the old German song-craft.’ The young man protests energetically. 
Sachs: “Believe me, for a long time to come men will not be in- 
terested in poetry. They will fight with other weapons than songs 
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— with reason, with philosophy, against obscurantism and super- 
stition,* aye, with the sword men will defend these new weapons. 
In that fight you, who have such beautiful and noble sentiments, 
ought to take your part; in this way you will achieve more than by 
the exercise of a gift which no one thinks anything of today. And 
when centuries have gone by and a new world has come into be- 
ing, perhaps men will turn back and glance at what they once 
had; then, perhaps, they will return to Hans Sachs, and he will 
point them still further back, to Walther [von der Vogelweide], 
and Wolfram, and the Heldenlieder” The Young Man: ‘Advise 
me, then, what to do.’ Sachs, cheerfully: “Return to your castle, 
study the writings of Ulrich von Hutten ? and the Wittenberger,' 
and then, if it be necessary, defend with the sword what you 
have learned.’ “Very good, Meister! But now I need a wifel’ ‘You 
shall have one. Leave that to me’ ”. 

None of this political and religious motivation is carried over 
into the Second Sketch, a fact on which we can congratulate our- 
selves today. Between 1845 and 1861 the character of Sachs had 
developed within Wagner on other and more broadly humanistic 
lines; the shoemaker-poet is no longer the specific product of the 
epoch of Luther and Hutten but a universal type of poetic ardour, 
understanding of the world of men, and resigned toleration, 
flecked with humour, of its weaknesses. 
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Had Wagner written the music of the opera in 1845 he could 
not have presented us with such a Sachs as the one we see in the 
orchestral prelude to the third act. The composer has left us, in 
a letter of 1869 to King Ludwig, the clue to the sequence of 
moods in the music. As we have seen, in the third stanza of the 
Cobbling song in the second act Wagner had introduced a coun- 
tertheme (No. 43) to the main melody: this, he says, is “the bitter 
lament of the resigned man who shows the world a cheerful, en- 
ergetic countenance; that cry from hidden depths had been un- 
derstood by Eva, and so profoundly was her heart pierced by it 


1 The reader will remember that Sachs was a contemporary of Luther. 


2 One of the leaders of the German Reformation. 
8 Luther. 
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that she would fain flee away, that she might hear no more of that 
song which on the surface was so cheerful.” 

The spectator may reasonably ask how we are to read Eva’s 
thoughts to that extent; is not Wagner expecting us to take for 
granted, on his bare word, something that we should not have 
been able to deduce from the stage action itself? The answer is 
“No, or at all events not entirely”: the clue is there in the poem, 
though even the most attentive listener in the theatre is certain to 
miss it; and for this Wagner himself must be held responsible. 
After the final words (quoted on page 344) of the Cobbling song 
— “Hans Sachs was a shoemaker and a poet too” — the full orches- 
tra had given out the main melody (No. 42) fortissimo, with 
trumpets and trombones in full blast, the countertheme also (No. 
43) asserting itself fortissimo in the horns. It is against this tor- 
nado of sound that Eva has to say “That song grieves me, I know 
not why!” There is the minimum chance of her being heard at all 
at the pitch at which she is singing, and hardly the ghost of a 
probability of the spectator catching the words. The stage direc- 
tion in the score is that she is “greatly agitated”; but the audience 
is hardly likely to perceive this, in the first place because she is 
tucked away at the side of the darkened stage, and in the second 
place because at that precise moment Beckmesser looks up at 
Pogner’s house and cries “The window opens!”, and Magdalena 
appears at it in Eva's clothes: naturally the eyes of the audience 
turn at once in that direction. 

While the orchestra is proceeding with No. 42 and Beckmesser 
is ejaculating “Good God! ’Tis she!” the lovers, in their hiding- 
place, have the following little dialogue: 


Eva: That song grieves me, I know not why. Let us hasten 
away! 

Walther: (half-drawing his sword): Aye, now, with my sword! 

Eva: No! Forbear! 

Walther: (withdrawing his hand from his sword): Scarce worth 
the while. 

Eva: Yes, patience is best. O friend in need! That I should 
cause thee such trouble! 


Naturally, after what has immediately preceded these last words, 
the casual reader of the poem takes them to be addressed to Wal- 


852 


THE MASTERSINGERS OF NUREMBERG 
ther. But obviously they apply to Sachs: he is the friend who, as 


she now sees, has divined Eva’s need and suddenly come to her 
help; he it is whom she regrets having drawn into the tangled 
web of her own troubles. Wagner is manifestly carrying further 
the psychological motive that began with the “greatly agitated” 
and “That song grieves me, I know not why.” But he has pre- 
sumed too much on the spectator’s hearing all these words, and, 
assuming him to have done so, on his reading into them, in that 
fleeting fifteen seconds or so, the wealth of meaning they had for 
the composer. 

However, since he has made that meaning clear to us in his 
analytical note on the prelude to the third act, we can only ac- 
cept it with gratitude and read it into the scene in the second 
act the next time we see the opera on the stage. We are reminded 
of Lord Burleigh’s silent shake of the head in Sheridan’s The 
Critic: 


Sneer: He is very perfect indeed! Now pray what did he mean by 
that? 

Puff: You don’t take it? 

Sneer: No, I don’t, upon my soul. 

Puff: Why, by that shake of the head he gave you to understand 
that even though they had more justice in their cause, 
and wisdom in their measures — yet, if there was not a 
greater spirit shown on the part of the people, the coun- 
try would at last fall a sacrifice to the hostile ambition of 
the Spanish monarchy. 

Sneer: The devil! Did he mean all that by shaking his head? 

Puff: Every word of it — if he shook his head as I taught him. 

Sneer: Ah! there certainly is a vast deal to be done on the stage 
by dumb show and expressions of face; and a judicious 
author knows how much he may trust to it. 


37 


To return to the prelude to the third act. The ‘cellos having 
given out No. 43, it is taken up in imitation by the violas and then 
the violins, and woven into a texture of profoundly sorrowful 
meaning. Then the key shifts to G major, and horns and bas- 
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soons, with a passing intensification of the harmonies in trumpets, 
trombones and tuba, give out a theme: 
No. 49 


Solenne etc. 
4 fd 


which, says Wagner, is “the solemn song with which Sachs greets 
Luther and the Reformation; it had won the poet an incomparable 
popularity”. (We shall meet with it again later). ‘ After the first 
strophe”, Wagner continues, “the strings take up once more single 
fragments of the Cobbling song, as though the man were turning 
his gaze from his handiwork heavenwards and losing himself in 
tender reveries.” (Reiterations of phrases from the song, gradu- 
ally soaring up into the higher reaches of the violins). “Then, 
with increased sonority, the horns continue the [Luther] hymn 
with which Hans Sachs, on his appearance at the festival, is 
greeted by the whole of the Nuremberg folk in a thunderous uni- 
son outburst. Next the first motive of the strings [No. 43] recurs, 
in a massive expression of the perturbation of a profoundly- 
stirred soul: finally, allayed and calmed, it attains the utmost 
cheerfulness of a benign and blissful resignation.” 

Before quitting the prelude let us give a glance at a little chron- 
ological difficulty connected with it. In May 1862 (not long after 
he had started work on the music of the opera), Wagner wrote to 
Frau Wesendonk that the idea had just come to him for the or- 
chestral introduction to the third act. The emotional climax of 
this act, he says, will be the moment when Sachs stands up and is 
acclaimed by the whole assembly. “The people sing in solemn 
style the first eight lines of Sachs’s poem on Luther: the music for 
this is already written. Now in the prelude to the third act, where, 
on the rising of the curtain, we see Sachs brooding in his chair, I 
am making the bass instruments play a soft, subdued, profoundly 
melancholy passage that bears the imprint of the deepest resigna- 
tion”. (This is our No. 48). Wagner goes on to describe the 
further course of the prelude. Now why is there no mention here 
of this motive appearing earlier as a countertheme to the third 
stanza of Sachs’s cobbling song in the second act? The inference 
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would appear to be that the idea of introducing it there had not 
yet occurred to Wagner — that so far from the motive having 
been transferred from the song to the prelude (as we have always 
supposed to have been the case), Wagner conceived it first of all 
in connection with the prelude, and only later, perhaps when he 
was at work on the second act, had the idea of inserting it in the 
cobbling song. It would be interesting to know what light, if any, 
Wagner's musical sketches throw on the matter. 


388 


The curtain rises, showing Sachs’s workshop, with a half-open 
door in the background leading to the street. (It is one of the 
marvels of stage setting that the humble cobbler’s workshop here 
looks larger than the whole house had done in act two. Sachs, we 
feel, must have been in an enviably large way of business — and 
with no one but David to help him! —to keep up an establish- 
ment of this size). On the right of the room is the door to an inner 
chamber. On the left, a window overlooks the alley; it has flowers 
before it; beside it is Sachs’s work-bench. He is seen sitting in a 
large armchair by the window, absorbed in a big folio volume 
that rests on his knees: the sun shines brightly on him. It is the 
morning after the second act. 

To the bright little tune of No. 14 David comes jauntily up the 
street and peeps in at the door. He is a trifle abashed when he sees 
the Master, but is reassured when it looks as if the latter had not 
noticed his entry. He carries a basket which he deposits on the 
work-bench at the back by the door; he draws from it flowers and 
ribbons, lays them out on the table, and, from the very bottom of 
the basket, extracts a sausage and a cake. These he is going to eat 
when Sachs, who still has not observed him, turns over a page of 
the folio noisily. David hurriedly puts the food out of sight and 
reports for duty: the shoes, he says, he has taken to Herr Beckmes- 
ser’s house. He stops his chatter when he becomes aware of what 
looks like calculated silence on his master’s part, which his guilty 
conscience puts down to displeasure over his rowdy behaviour last 
night. 

He approaches Sachs humbly and begs for forgiveness: “can a 
prentice always behave as he should?” Can Sachs blame him for 
sticking up for his Lena as he did? She is so good to him, looks 
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at him so tenderly, consoles him when he has had a thrashing, 
brings him titbits when he is hungry. But yesterday she had first 
of all hurt him by snatching a basket of food out of his eager 
hands; and afterwards when he found another man serenading 
her he lost his temper, he confesses, and gave the fellow a hiding. 
But today Magdalena has explained everything and has sent him 
nice flowers and ribbons; and he, for his part, is willing now to 
pass the sponge of oblivion over last night’s unorthodox pro- 
ceedings. 


389 


Perhaps this scene had been rather better handled in some re- 
spects in the Second Sketch than it is in the opera. In the First 
Sketch David did not make his entry after the rise of the curtain 
and find his master there already, reading; he was in the room 
with him from the first, at work on a pair of shoes by the window. 
During Sachs’s long reverie Magdalena called languishingly, from 
outside, “David!”; and he signified his annoyance over her con- 
duct last night by “reproachful gestures”. But when Wagner came 
to draft his Second Sketch, fifteen years later, he seems to have re- 
alised that a bit of explanation was called for at the opening of the 
third act. 

The spectator may be expected to remember that the previous 
night’s darkness had been so complete that not only did Walther 
believe at first that the woman in Magdalena’s clothes who ap- 
proached him was really Magdalena, not only did Beckmesser be- 
lieve that the woman in Eva’s clothes at the window was really 
Eva, but Pogner himself had mistaken the figure for his daughter 
when he dragged her back into the room, and had then gone 
down to the street door and cried “Ho, Lena! where art thou?” It 
might strike the spectator as a little odd, then, that David should 
have seen at once, when he opened his own window, that it was 
not Eva but his own Magdalena who was being serenaded; and 
stranger still that he does not recognise Beckmesser even while he 
is cudgelling him. (This is evident enough from the text of the 
opera: not only are we nowhere given the smallest hint that the 
apprentice knows his victim to be the Marker but the few words 
he addresses to him are such as no prentice in Nuremberg would 
ever have dared to use to one who was Master, Marker and Town 
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Clerk. “Who’s that up there?” David had cried at the first sight of 
the figure at the window. “Upon my word it’s Lena. Good Lord! 
she has given him an assignation. This is the man she prefers to 
me!”; and when he falls on the serenader it is with the remark, 
“To the devil with you, you damned churl . . . I'll break every 
bone in your body!” And Magdalena screams to him from the 
window, towards the end of the mélée, “Listen, David: it’s Beck- 
messer!” ), 

It is evident enough that at some time or another between the 
Sketches and the final poem Wagner felt himself in a little diffi- 
culty as regards all this, and tried to put it right. In the Second 
Sketch he does a little explaining. When David slinks into the 
room at the opening of the third act he apologises humbly to his 
master for his disgraceful conduct the night before; “he con- 
fesses”, says the Sketch, “that he had ‘intentions’ with regard to 
Frau Magdalena”, who had been very kind to him in many ways. 
“Then he had seen a coxcomb serenading her — for in spite of her 
clothing he had recognised Frau Magdalena. Thereupon he had 
seen red, and when he further became aware that his rival was 
the Marker who had behaved so vilely to Sachs the day before [at 
the Song School], he just had to give him a thrashing. Now he 
begs forgiveness.” That is not a very plausible explanation, all 
things considered, but at least it is an explanation of sorts. Yet 
when Wagner came to write his poem he cut out the passage re- 
lating to David’s recognition of Beckmesser. “When I found”, says 
the apprentice in the poem, 


at nightfall another sneaking round, 

who sang to her, and howled like mad, 

well! such a drubbing he’s ne’er had. 

Should I be blamed if others choose to fight? 
Besides, for our love ’twas a godsend quite; 

and Lena has explained the whole affair, 

and today sends me flowers and ribbons to wear. 


Here, it will be observed, he says nothing at all about having rec- 
ognised Beckmesser from the first and chastised him not only for 
coming courting Lena but for his impudence to Sachs, nor, for 
that matter, does Beckmesser himself, in the poem, ever drop the 
least hint, either during the fight or in his colloquy with Sachs in 
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the third act, that he knew his assailant to be the cobbler’s ap- 
prentice. Yet if we grant that the darkness made this mutual rec- 
ognition impossible, how are we to account for it not having been 
too dark for David to recognise Magdalena at the window? The 
whole thing is yet another instance of Wagner's conceiving an 
episode in different terms at different stages of his work upon a 
subject, and failing to smooth out all the discrepancies when he 
came to give his poem its final form. 


40 


To resume our account of the scene at the commencement of 
the third act. Sachs’s continued silence terrifies David. It is ended 
by the shoemaker suddenly closing the folio with a bang that 
brings David to his knees in front of him. But when he speaks it is 
with a friendliness that astonishes the apprentice: how came these 
lovely flowers and ribbons here? he asks. David reminds him that 
it is Midsummer day, when everyone adorns himself in his best. 
So last night was “Polterabend”? (the evening of licensed row- 
diness) the Master asks abstractedly. Then, pulling himself to- 
gether, he bids the boy repeat his verses, if he knows them. David, 
delighted that all is going so well, begins to reel the lines off, but, 
with his mind still on last night, sings them to the tune of Beck- 
messer’s serenade (No. 44).* Sachs calls him sharply to order, and 
David now sings quite correctly, to a simple melody in folk-style, 
a little song about the good St. John by Jordan’s strand, baptizing 
all comers, among them the child of a German woman, to whom 
the Saint gives the name of Johannes: 


No. 50 


Moderato 


Am Jor-dan Sankt Jo - han-nes stand, all?_ 
Saint John stood on. the  Jor-dan's strand, bap - 


Volk der Welt. zu 
~ti-zing all__ who sought him; 


au - fen; 


* In the First Sketch this episode had been handled very differently. There 
Magdalena calls to him from outside, and to annoy her with an affectation of 
indifference he starts singing Sachs’s Cobbling song of the previous night. 
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. When the pair get back to Nuremberg, however, what was Jo- 


hannes by the Jordan becomes, on the banks of the Pegnitz, plain 
Hans, which, by an odd coincidence, is the name of the master to 
whom David now cajolingly offers the flowers and the ribbons, 
the cake and the sausage. He even suggests that Sachs should 
compete for the hand of the bride that afternoon; if he does, he 
assures him, Beckmesser won’t stand a chance against him. Sachs 
puts the question aside with an indulgent smile and sends him 
away, bidding him dress up in his best clothes for the coming 
festival. David kisses his hand with emotion, and goes out quite 
overwhelmed by the unexpected mildness of his master; the least 
he had expected for his riotous behaviour the night before had 
been a taste of the strap. 


4] 


Sachs, with the folio still on his knees, takes up again the broken 
thread of his meditations. The Renunciation motive (No. 48) 
comes out softly, first in the ‘cellos and basses, then in a solo trom- 
bone, as he begins his famous “Wahn! Wahn!” monologue.? The 
burden of it is a lament over the folly of men, who will not live in 
peace together, but brother falls on brother “in aimless, frantic 
spite”: 

Nought does he know 

but grief and woe: 

he flies in fear 
“Sachs is at first startled and vexed. But the thought of the popularity he 
has acquired delights him; he lets David continue and himself sings with 
him.” There is nothing of this in the Second and Third Sketches. 
1 There is a footnote in the orchestral score at this point: “If there is not a 
first-rate trombonist who can play the passage tenderly and legato it should 
be entrusted to a horn player.” 

“Wahn” means all kinds of things in different connections — according 
to the dictionaries “erroneous or false opinion”, “illusion”, “delusion”, “hallu- 
cination”, “error”, “monomania”, “folly”, “madness” etc. Only two mono- 
syliables are available for the English translator of the monologue — “craze” 
and “mad”. “Craze! Craze! Everywhere craze!” conveys the literal meaning 
of Sachs’s opening line very well, but “craze” has a touch of awkwardness 
about it when sung. “Mad” is perhaps better, if the listener understands it 
not in the sense of insanity but of folly in act and thought. The Italian ver- 
sion gives “follia”, which carries the right shade of meaning but compels 
Sachs to sing three syllables where there is only one in the German. 
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yet deems he is pursuing; 

hears not his own wild cry of pain 
when his own heart he rends in twain, 
but glories in his anguish. 

What name were fit for thisP 

The ancient madness ‘tis 

that runs through all our striving, 

to folly ever driving! 


His dear old Nuremberg has been free of this madness: 


Thy peaceful ways pursuing, 
serene thou dost abide, 

far from the clash of nations,* 
dear Nuremberg, my pride; 


But last night the universal madness had broken out there, and 
why? Because, forsooth, some sprite or other had flitted through 
men’s minds: two lovers had tried to make for freedom and a 
cobbler in his workshop had happened to give a tug at the strings 
of folly: a riot had broken out: 


and madness with madness vieing, 

the cudgels soon are flying; 

each madman must belabour 

his own best friend and neighbour: 

God knows how that befell! 

Some goblin wove the spell! 

Some glow-worm sought his mate in vain; 
‘twas he who brought this bitter bane! 


Was it the elder’s scent? Midsummer eve? But now, God be 
praised, Midsummer day has dawned; so let Hans Sachs turn, if 
he can, this evil to good, direct folly to a noble end. 

We may be permitted to ask, as a simple matter of dramatic 
consistency, why Sachs should now be taking the trifling events 
of the previous night with such tragic seriousness, seeing in them 
a symbol of the evil that is at the core of the cosmos. The answer 
seems to be that Wagner had still not purged his mind of the orig- 
inal conception, with all that it implied, of Sachs as a definite 


1 Literally “in the centre of Germany”. 
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_ historical character, lamenting not only the decline of poetry in 
his day but the strife of political and religious parties in the Ger- 
many of the period of the Reformation. In the First Sketch 
Wagner had made the subject of Sachs’s broodings, when poring 
over the folio, the bitter thought, “Has an end really come to the 
divine art of poetry? Am I, a cobbler, really the only man left 
who breathes the spirit of the great German past?” This motive 
does not appear in the present poem; we are given no clue at all 
to Sachs’s thoughts in the opening scene. The motive had, in fact, 
already been discarded in the Second Sketch, where it is made 
clear to us that what the shoemaker had been brooding over 
when turning the pages of the old world-chronicle was the in- 
eradicable unfriendliness of man to man. 

“Sachs”, says the Second Sketch at the point where the mono- 
logue is reached, “remains for some time with his arm resting on 
the closed folio, sunk in reverie. He had been searching the 
world-chronicle for similar crazy proceedings that might explain 
for him the nature of the Wahn that so often takes possession of 
mankind and urges it on to the maddest deeds, so that men at- 
tack each other without any reason, seek out and shun each other, 
make war on each other, persecute one another, without a single 
one of them being any better for it all in the end. He discovers 
that all the books are at one on this matter; everything in the 
world is filled through and through with unreason [Unsinn]. This 
time, no doubt, it was because of Midsummer eve: a glow-worm 
failed to find its little mate; in its alarm it flitted through many a 
weary human brain; it set sparks crackling there; the world breaks 
into flame; the heart awakes and throbs and rages; fists are 
clenched, cudgels are seized, and it takes a rain of blows to put 
out the world-conflagration! A goblin’s fit of insanity!” 

Obviously all this grave philosophising, with its talk of a world- 
conflagration, developed from Wagner's original conception of 
Sachs and Nuremberg in the setting of the Germany of the six- 
teenth century, torn by political and religious hatreds: it is strain- 
ing dramatic probability a little too far to make it appear that the 
Sachs who, the night before, had played the joyous part he did in 
the harmless baiting of a comically bad singer, should this morn- 
ing see it all as a symbol of the universal and eternal human woe. 

But what does it matter to us now if Wagner made a slight 
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mistake in dramatic psychology, when the mistake has brought us 
words of such wise humanism and music of such heart-searching 
beauty as the “Wahn! Wahn!” monologue? 


42, 


The first section of it, in which Sachs muses on the innate and 
universal folly of mankind, is based upon that sorrowful motive of 
Resignation (No. 43) which had first appeared in the second act 
as a countertheme to the cobbling song, and had served to intro- 
duce the prelude to the third act. As the old man thinks with a 
glow of pride of the general tranquillity of his own beloved town 
the Nuremberg motive (No. 34) comes to the forefront. Then 
we hear reminiscences of the music of the ensemble at the end of 
the second act as Sachs recalls the tumult of the night before, 
when for a moment the quiet town seemed to be caught up in the 
general madness of the world. But this temporary fret yields place 
to the Magic of Midsummer’s eve (No. 87), which touches with 
tender beauty even the echoes of the cudgelling scene that flit 
through the cobbler’s mind as he speaks of the havoc wrought by 
the “glow-worm” that had flitted from brain to brain in frantic 
search of its little mate. “That”, Sachs muses tenderly, “was Mid- 
summer’s eve; but now has dawned Midsummer's day”; and with 
a great crescendo that is one of the most thrilling moments of the 
whole score the monologue settles into its final stage. Through an 
orchestral tissue woven out of the Midsummer day motive (No. 
19) in conjunction with that of Nuremberg (No. 34) the old 
cobbler turns with a mixture of philosophy and humour to the 
business he has set himself for the day, that of drawing all the 
tangled threads together and weaving a new pattern of human 
kindliness out of them: 


We'll see now how Hans Sachs intends 
turning this madness to his ends, 

that good may come of ill; 

for if it plagues us still, 

een here in Nuremberg, 

let's make it do such work 

as needs a touch of madness in it; 

and so let one who's mad begin it! 
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How that end is to be achieved will soon be made apparent, by 
no less an agency than the would-be cunning and folly of the one 
disturbing element in the picture, Beckmesser. 


43 


As the last strains of the monologue die away, with the orches- 
tra throwing out the Midsummer day motive in peal after joyous 
peal, Walther emerges from the inner room. He is warmly greeted 
by Sachs, who enquires how he has slept. “A little, but soundly”, 
replies the young man, who is obviously in a subdued mood this 
morning, for he had had a dream so beautiful that he hardly dares 
recall it, lest it should slip away from him. To the accompaniment 
of the motive of Sachs’s Benevolence (No. 30), which had played 
so large a part in the dialogue between him and Eva in the second 
act, the cobbler assures him that it is precisely the poet’s function 
to give expression and form to dreams, which are the best things 
in us. “Did your dream”, he asks, “give you any hint of how you 
might become a Master?” The knight tells him, however, that 
after his reception by the Masters the day before he had given up 
all hope in that direction. 

Sachs reproves him gently but earnestly. He himself, he says, 
has not abandoned hope; had it come to that pass he would not 
merely not have frustrated the young man’s flight but would have 
kept him company. Walther must not judge the Masters too 
harshly; they may be narrow in their views, but at bottom they are 
honest souls who mean well. And was there not a certain amount 
of justification for their behaviour at the trial yesterday? For the 
knight’s song had been, to say the least, a trifle unusual: 


Your song the Masters somewhat scared, 
and with good cause, for on my word, 

if maids hear songs so hot and glowing 
what they'd be up to there's no knowing! 


The calm joys of wedded life call for other words, other melodies. 
“Yes”, Walther retorts drily, “so I gathered from last night's affair; 
the alley resounded with them.” “Aye, aye’, Sachs chuckles, “and 
no doubt you heard me beating time to them!” But, he continues 
more seriously, “put all this out of your head now and think of 
making a Mastersong.” The young man objects that were he to 
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achieve a beautiful poem and melody the Masters would only de- 
clare them not a Mastersong. Thereupon the wise old man gives 
him, to a new motive: 


No. 51 


Tenderly 


Mein Freund, in hol - der Ju - gend-zeit, wenn 
My friend, in youths en-chant - ed days, when 


uns von miacht’- gen Trie - ben 
warm the blood ts flow - ing, 


some wise counsel as to the difference between life and art. The 
burden of the lesson is that “inspiration” is all very well in its way, 
but it is not the whole of art. In youth the warm blood makes 
every man something of a poet: “tis Spring that sings, not he”. 
The testing time for the artist comes later —in the summer, au- 
tumn, and finally winter of life, when work is hard and cares ac- 
cumulate, and the heart tends, in self-defence, to harden: if then 
a man can fashion a lovely song, he is a real Master. 

Walther, now all afire, protests that he is in love with a maid 
whom he means to woo and win. “Then submit your mood”, says 
his mentor, in effect, “to the discipline of art: learn the Master- 
rules, by doing which you will not fetter your imagination but 
give it stronger and surer wings.” “But what are these rules?” asks 
the impatient young poet, “which you praise so highly? By whom 
were they made?” Sachs’s reply is warm with the wisdom of age 
and experience: 


By Masters whom the world had wasted, 
who life's embittered draught had tasted: 
with pain and sorrow mated, 
a vision they created 
of youth’s first madness, 
its love and gladness, 
to give their souls the old free wing, 
and feel again the joy of Spring. 


“Yet how”, asks Walther, 
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Yet how can dreaming age recapture 
the vanished Spring and all its rapture? 
Sachs’s reply is: 
It takes a draught whene’er it can: 
so let me, a soul-thirsty man, 
teach you the rules as I know them; 
then with new meaning endow them. 


“See”, he continues, “here are pen. ink and paper. Dictate your 
morning dream to me, and I will take it down.” But Walther 
needs yet another lesson in the psychology of the artist, which 
Wagner, speaking through Sachs, proceeds to give him. “To think 
of your rules”, the young man had objected, “is to make me for- 
get my dream.” Sachs’s reply is, in essence, Wordsworth’s tracing 
of poetry to emotion recollected in tranquillity: 


Sachs: Then call the poet's art to aid; 

it oft recalls what from memory’s strayed. 
Walther: Then ’twere no dream, but art alone? 
Sachs: Good friends are they; the twain are one. 
Walther: But how can I your rules obey? 
Sachs: Make rules of your own, then sing away! 


It is the artist Wagner speaking in propria persona. 


44 


Standing by the work-bench beside Sachs, who takes the words 
down as they fall from his lips, the knight launches into what will 
ultimately become the Prize Song, but at this stage is known to 
the German commentators as the Interpretation of the Morning 
Dream: 


No. 52 
Moderato 


Mor - gen - lich leuch-tend— in ro = ‘si - gem 
Bright in the sun - light at dawn— of the 


Schein, von Blut und Duft ge-schwellt die Luft, 
day, when fra-grance rare filled all the  atr, 
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The first stanza consists of seven lines, rhyming thus, 1 + 6 + ds 
2+3,4+5 (“Schein”, “Duft”, “Luft”, “Wonnen”, “ersonnen”, 
“ein”, “sein”) —a good metrical scheme, with the two inner 
rhymes held in the strong armature of the first and the two last. 

That, Sachs tells him approvingly, was a “Stollen” in the no- 
menclature of the Mastersingers; let him follow it up with another 
on the same pattern. “Why the same?” Walther asks. A modern 
teacher of “musical form” would reply: “In the first place to im- 
press your opening, with its main idea, firmly on the mind of the 
listener, in the second place, by the slightest of divergences from 
it, to achieve a certain necessary unity-in-variety and pave the 
way for a transition to a new idea.” Sachs says much the same 
thing in the imagery of his own day, combining homely humour 
with sound aesthetics: “to let men see that you have chosen a 
bride like yourself.” So the young man, whose first impulse had 
been to take a new flight straight away, disciplines his inspiration 
as ordered, keeping it on a level wing until it shall be time to 
make an effective swerve. His second “Stollen” is constructed on 
the same metrical pattern as the first, with the rhymes “Raum”, 
“Frucht”, “Wucht”, “Prangen”, “Verlangen”, “Saum”, “Baum”. It 
tells how in the garden of the young man’s dream stood a tree 
laden with golden fruit; and it ends not in the key of the tonic, as 
the first “Stollen” had done, but in that of the dominant. This pro- 
cedure, Sachs tells him, would hardly be approved of by the Mas- 
ters, but it is quite right in his eyes. And now let him make an 
“Abgesang” (“Afterstrain”). “Why?” Walther enquires. Because, 
the older poet informs him, pursuing his homely metaphor of the 
two “Stollen” standing in the relation to each other of bridegroom 
and bride, it is now necessary to think of the children; just as 
these are like the parents yet unlike, so the “Abgesang” must re- 
semble the two “Stollen” yet differ from them, carrying on the 
idea but having a shape and rhymes and tones of its own. In other 
words, a “development section” is now called for. 

So Walther fashions a new stanza, this time of eleven lines, 
with the rhymes pairing thus, 1 + 5,2 + 4,3+6,7+8,9+10, 
with the final line standing apart from the others in unrhymed 
self-assured isolation. This “Abgesang” is sung to a new melody 


2 Actually it rhymes (“Lebensbaum”) with the final “Baum” of the second 
“Stollen” and the “Lorbeerbaum” (“laurel tree”) of the twenty-fifth (the 
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which we have already met with in the overture and elsewhere as 
’ the Love motive (No. 6); now, however, it is in 3/4 time, and the 
words describe what befell the dreamer beneath the tree —a vi- 
sion appeared to him of a maid more fair than tongue can tell, 
who took him to her breast and pointed out to him, with a smile, 
the object of his heart’s desire, the lovely fruit upon the tree of 
life. The close is in C major, the key of the opening of the song, 
thus rounding off the curve of the whole. 

Sachs, who had begun by giving a lesson in the interpenetration 
of matter and form, is now receiving one. Though deeply moved 
by the song, he confesses that while the complete “Bar” is satis- 
factory he finds the melody “a trifle free”: not, he hastens to add, 
that he regards that as a fault, but freedom of this sort makes it 
a little difficult to retain the melody in the mind, and the ancients 
of the Guild do not like anything of that kind. It is Wagner 
himself once more defending himself against the contemporary 
charge that his “free” melody was not melody at all. However, 
Sachs continues, the young man must now compose a second 
“Bar” to make the first one quite clear; “for really your song, well 
as it is rhymed, leaves me in some doubt as to how much in it is 
your dream, how much your art.” 

So Walther sings a second “Bar”, symmetrical with the first, ie., 
having two “Stollen” and an “Abgesang”, all three metricized and 
rhymed on the plan of their predecessors; and this second “Bar” 
tells how, when morning gave place first to evening, then to night, 
two stars appeared and beamed softly on the dreamer, the mur- 
mur of a stream stole on his ear, the stars broke into a dance 
among the leaves and branches, and “not fruit but a starry host 
hung from the laurel tree”. The musical form of this second three- 
limbed “Bar” is that of the first one, with a tonic close to the first 
“Stollen”, a dominant to the second, and a clinching tonic again 
to the third. 
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More profoundly moved still by the youthful fire and beauty 
of it all, Sachs suggests a third “Bar”, which would make the 


last) line of the next and concluding strain of the song; but these subtleties, 
though obviously factors in Wagner’s poetic idea and technical design, are 
not likely to be perceived by the casual listener in the theatre. 
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poet’s interpretation of the dream clear beyond all doubt to him. 
But Walther brushes the invitation aside: “How could I do that? 
Enough of words!” (Wagner, of course, like a good dramatist, is 
keeping the third section of the song up his sleeve for a later oc- 
casion, when it will be twice as effective as it would be if put be- 
fore us now and merely repeated towards the end of the opera). 

Sachs is wise enough to see that it would be tactless to press the 
young poet further just then. He rises and goes up to him; “then 
let us have word and deed at the proper time”, he says. “But don't 
lose the melody, for it seems to me the very thing for poetry; and 
if you sing it later before them all, don’t forget your morning 
dream.” As Walther does not quite understand this, Sachs ex- 
plains further. “Your trusty squire followed you here with your 
bag and baggage, including the clothes you will wear at the mar- 
riage feast. Some dove, surely, must have brought him to the nest 
where his master lay dreaming. So back to your chamber; we will 
both of us array ourselves in our best, for there is notable work 
ahead of us.” Walther grasps the friendly old man’s hand. Sachs 
leads him quietly to his room, opens the door for him respectfully, 
and follows him in. 

The build of this scene seems so natural, the sequence of epi- 
sodes and the flow of conversation so easy, that it all has the ap- 
pearance of a happy improvisation of the moment. Yet manifestly 
it had cost Wagner a great deal of thought, for in the Sketches it 
had been handled quite differently. In the First Sketch Walther, 
entering the room immediately after the departure of David, had 
been gently reproved by Sachs for his rash attempt at elopement 
with Eva. The knight confesses his error, but asks what he is to 
do now. Is he to stand idly by and see his beloved carried off by 
his enemy Beckmesser? “That mustn’t happen”, replies Sachs. 
“But you will have to win her in the contest: leave it to me.” How 
different the kind old cobbler is, Walther says gratefully, from 
those tiresome Masters who treated him so badly! He had thought 
to find the love of art in them, but how woefully he had been dis- 
appointed! The Sketch continues thus: “Sachs: “What have you 
written so far?” “Hero-songs; praises of the great Emperor; look; 
look!’ ‘No Minnesongs?” ‘Here is my latest.’ ‘Give it me.’ Sachs 
reads it through attentively. (The orchestra plays the melody). 
Sachs remains for a time sunk in reflection; then he turns to the 
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; after which the dialogue continues 
as on page 350. After Walther’s declaration that he “needs a wife” 
and Sachs’s assurance “You shall have one; leave that to me”, the 
Sketch continues thus: “The Beloved enters to discuss the ques- 
tion of her shoes. Terzett. She begins to overwhelm Sachs with re- 
proaches, but the young man defends him. Sachs consoles them 
both and hints at a happy outcome: he tells them the part each 
must play. They thank him and promise obedience. The three go 
out by different exits”; whereupon Beckmesser enters. 
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In the Second Sketch, after Sachs’s monologue, Walther enters 
and reproaches him for having hindered his flight the night be- 
fore. Sachs explains that things like that are not done in respect- 
able circles in Nuremberg; while he is on the knight’s side he 
wants to be sure that his love for the maiden is genuine and that 
it will last. Walther turns away from him impatiently. The old man 
had noticed that it was daylight before the other had gone to rest, 
and Walther explains that, being unable to sleep, he had spent 
the time writing a poem to his beloved. He produces it and hands 
it to Sachs, and while the latter is silently reading it the orchestra 
plays the melody softly. (We may take it, from this, that the poem 
was a short one, or that the cobbler did not read it all; for we 
cannot imagine his doing so in silence for anything like the time 
occupied by the present singing of the Morning Dream song). 
Delighted with the poem, he promises Walther that the “Wahn” 
started by some kobold or other the preceding night shall today 
turn to his advantage. “How?” asks Walther. “By diverting the 
minds of men for a little while from their dull beaten track”, says 
Sachs. “Come into the other room with me; I am going to dress for 
the festival, and we will have a talk about it all.” Both go into the 
inner room, and while they are out, Beckmesser enters. 

Evidently, then, the plan for the present superior handling of 
the scene did not occur to Wagner until he was actually at work 
on the opera. But the curious history of the Prize Song does not 
end here. 

In March 1862, shortly after he had begun work at his score, 
Wagner, in a letter to Mathilde Wesendonk, quoted the opening 
lines of the Prize Song as it stood in the original poem: 
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Fern 

meiner Jugend gold’nen Toren 
zog ich einst aus 

in Betrachtung ganz verloren: 
viterlich Haus, 
kindliche Wiege, 

lebet wohl! ich ei, ich fliege 


einer neuen Welt nun zu! 


“I have fitted these lines”, he said, “to a melody already in my 
head”, and he quoted the first few bars of the music: 


No. 53 


As the reader will be aware, the music of the present Prize Song 
runs on entirely different lines from these. Nor have the words of 
the song, in that first form, the smallest connection, either in 
metre or in meaning, with those in the opera. 

As time went on, the Prize Song, and its forerunner, the Morn- 
ing Dream Song, and the stage situation in which the latter was 
to be floated, all took quite other shapes in Wagner’s mind. In 
October 1866 he wrote to King Ludwig, “I am now well into the 
[music of the] third act, and one of these days I shall have to 
write the words of Walther’s Prize Song [i.e., the Morning Dream 
Song], the melody of which is already finished.” The popular be- 
lief that Wagner’s way with an opera was first to put together a 
“book” and then “set it to music” is quite mistaken. Here we have 
two instances of his writing the music first and finding words for 
it later — for, as the reader will have observed, the melody of 1862 
which he had quoted for the benefit of Frau Wesendonk had been 
complete in his head before he “began to make lines to fit it”. Pre- 
cisely the same thing happened in 1866 in connection with the 
present Morning Dream Song. “Melody of the Prize Song, with- 
out text”, is one of the jottings in his private “Annals”. The entry 
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_ was not made until near the end of the year, but it relates to the 
previous September, by the 28th of which month the melody was 
fully sketched and dated. He did not trouble at the time about 
the words, but went on tranquilly with the composition of his 
third act: pages 19-22 of his Composition Sketch, we now know, 
present a curious spectacle — the broken dialogue between Sachs 
and Walther is complete, words and music, while the Morning 
Dream melody is written out in full, but without any words. 
These were not ready until Christmas of that year. 

One other curious feature of this scene may be noted here. We 
have heard (page 368) Sachs telling Walther that his clothes 
have been brought to the house by his “trusty servant” — “some 
little dove must have shown him the nest where his master lay 
dreaming”. Why the “little dove” (Tdaubchen)? The explanation 
is that in the poem of the Morning Dream in its original (and 
later discarded) form the Beloved had appeared to the knight, in 
his dream, as a dove. Obviously only Eva knows where Walther 
had gone after their separation the night before, and only she can 
have told the servant where he was to be found. A jocular allu- 
sion to her as the Téubchen on Sachs’s part would therefore have 
been quite in order in the earlier scheme. But there is no dramatic 
reason why this image of her should occur to him in the present 
poem, for there is no allusion to her as a Téubchen in the Morning 
Dream as Walther now sings it. Presumably the image had stuck 
in Wagner’s mind, and he carried it over from the old to the new 
version without giving the matter any thought. The user of the 
Schott score of the opera misses the point, because Mr. Frederick 
Jameson has translated the passage “some bird, sure, must have 
shewn the nest wherein his master dreams”. Taéubchen, by the 
way, carries a double meaning, upon which Sachs is slily playing; 
colloquially it is a term of affection — “lovey” or “duck”. 
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To resume our analysis of the opera. 

As soon as Sachs and Walther have left the room Beckmesser 
comes in, and the delicious scene begins in which he unwittingly 
sets a trap that will snap decisively on him a few hours later. The 
devising of that trap cost Wagner a good deal of hard thinking. 
Beckmesser was to catch sight of the manuscript of what he nat- 
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urally took to be a song by Sachs, and by some means or other be 
led to pass it off as his own at the contest, to his utter and final dis- 
comfiture. The problem before Wagner was a double one — how 
to give the utmost plausibility to those means, and how to manage 
it that our sympathies did not turn against Sachs. Let us first of 
all see how the action runs in the opera as we now have it. 

Beckmesser comes in showily dressed, but obviously in poor 
shape physically after his experience of the night before. He is ac- 
companied graphically in the orchestra by cunning interweavings 
of the theme of his serenade (No. 44), the Cudgelling motive 
(No. 27), the Marker motive (No. 24), etc. The music not only 
depicts his physical twinges but shows us that he is living over 
again, in imagination, the painful events in the alley. It is all set 
forth for us in the detailed stage directions for the long episode 
in dumb show. 

He peeps round the door before venturing in. He limps for- 
ward, but, feeling a sudden twinge, gives a convulsive quiver and 
rubs his back. At the next step he takes his knee hurts him, and 
he rubs this. He sits down on the cobbler’s stool, but at once 
starts up in pain. Perspiration breaks out on his brow as he visu- 
alises all he went through last night. He staggers about blindly in 
all directions, trying to escape from an invisible David. At last 
he steadies himself by holding on to the table; then he goes to 
the window and looks up at Pogner’s house, trying to find conso- 
lation in the thought of Eva. But this brings up memories of Wal- 
ther, and in a fit of jealous rage he beats his forehead. Once more 
he hears the derisive laughter of the women in the alley; he slams 
the window angrily and turns mechanically to the table, his wor- 
ried mind occupied with the new song he will have to compose 
for today’s contest, the one he had intended for the occasion hav- 
ing come so sadly to pieces. 

The manuscript left there by Sachs catches his eye: he picks 
it up inquisitively, runs a rapid eye over it, and finally bursts out 
wrathfully, “A wooing song! By Sachs! Ha! now all’s as clear as 
day!” He smells rivalry and treachery in the air: so that is what 
the artful cobbler had been up to all the time! Now he under- 
stands why the old rascal slaughtered his serenade and got him 
thrashed last night; it was to get a rival out of his way today. 
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As Sachs comes in in holiday attire Beckmesser hastily crams 
the paper into his pocket. For a little while the two fence with 
each other; Beckmesser is irritable and rude, the cobbler ironic 
and polite. The Marker charges him with engineering the shindy 
of the evening before in order to ruin his chances today: Sachs’s 
jocular reply is that as it was Beckmesser’s wedding eve the usual 
jollification was quite in order. The Marker now loses his temper 
completely. A new motive appears — that of Beckmesser’s Indig- 
nation: 


No. 


54. x, 
Rapido games 


{ 
= 
ta" Ly 
Die ich mir aus - er - ko _ ren, 
die ganz fir mich ge - bo - eae hy 
The maid Ive cast my eyes— on, 
The maid I set such price. on, } You 


all-ler Witt-wer Schmach der Jung-fer stellst du nach, 
wid - ow- ers’ dis-grace, Yould snatch from my em-brace! 


as he traces all his misfortunes to his supposed rival for Eva's 
hand. It was Sachs who had cunningly persuaded Pogner to put 
that clause about the maiden’s consent into the offer of the prize, 
hoping she would fall into his hands. It was Sachs who with mal- 
ice aforethought had ruined his song: 


That’s why! That’s why! 
And blind was I! 
He tried to stop my song last night, 
He banged and bawled with all his might, 
to keep back from the maid 
another man’s serenade. 
Aye, aye! Ho, ho! 
Was it not soP 
You sat there in your cobbler’s den, 
and called your friends up, boys and men, 
to beat me black and blue, 
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and clear the course for you! 
Oh Lord! Oh Lord! 
My back they've scored, 
and shamed me ’fore the maid adored; 
they did so swipe and switch me 
that no tailor, sure, could stitch mel 
To treat a man so! 
My hide to tan so! 


and so on at great length, in the finest piece of vituperation in all 
opera. 

"Taking up the theme of No. 54, Sachs replies quietly that he is 
mistaken: “believe what you like about me, but at any rate calm 
your jealous fears. I am no wooer, and not your rival.” The furious 
Marker gives him the lie direct. A dialogue of the swiftest and 
neatest give-and-take ensues. As proof that he is right, Beckmes- 
ser produces the manuscript, with the ink hardly dry on it. Per- 
haps, he surmises sarcastically, it is just a biblical song? Sachs 
waves the suggestion aside. Then what? 


Oh Sachs, for all your virtuous pose, 
for craft you'd run the devil close! 


Maybe, the cobbler replies quietly: 


Maybe, but yet I was never known 

to pocket things I did not own: 

and so that you may not be called a thief, 
no longer "tis mine — I give you the leaf. 


Beckmesser can hardly believe his ears. But is there not a catch 
in this generous offer somewhere? What is the use of the gift if 
Sachs remembers the song? 


Beckmesser: Perhaps it’s all well fixed in your mind? 


Sachs: No fear need you have of me, you'll find. 
Beckmesser: You give me the leaf? 

Sachs: To save your good name. 

Beckmesser: To use as my own? 

Sachs: Pray feel no shame. 

Beckmesser: To sing if I likeP 

Sachs: By all means try. 
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Beckmesser: And if I succeed? 
" Sachs: None more surprised than I. 


Beckmesser is overwhelmed by this generosity. After the ham- 
mering he has had, he says, he doesn’t feel equal to writing a 
new song today, and one by Sachs is sure to be first-rate. Let 
them be friends for life! Then a new suspicion worms itself into 
his mind, and he exacts a promise from Sachs: 


Yet one thing swear — 
if the song you should hear anywhere, 
youll promise to make no remark, 
not claim it as yours, but keep it dark? 


Sachs: I swear it: may I punished be 
if e’er I mention the song is by me. 


Beckmesser rubs his hands with satisfaction: now he feels per- 
fectly safe. Sachs gives him a final piece of friendly advice — to 
study the song well before singing it, for it isn’t easy, and he may 
come to grief over both melody and words. His old belief in him- 
self fully restored, Beckmesser assures him that all Nuremberg 
admits he hasn’t a superior when it comes to tones and modes. 
And now he must not fritter away any more time here; he must 
be off to con the song. Buttering his dear friend Sachs with com- 
pliments and protestations of undying affection: 


No. 55 


Kauf’eu-re Wer - ke gleich, ma-che zum Mer-ker euch, 
Til buy your po - e-try, you shall our Mark-er be, 


poco rst 


6 
Qe es pr Sg i etc. 


doch fein mit Krei - de weich, nicht mit dem Ham-merstreich! 
chalk you must keep to, though,ham-mer won't do, you know! 


he cavorts to the door, imagines he has forgotten the poem, 
rushes back anxiously to the table, finds the manuscript is in his 
hand, embraces Sachs again, and at last limps out. Sachs gazes 
thoughtfully after him, smiles sardonically, and looks forward 
with satisfaction to the time when the foolish fellow’s sin will 
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find him out. The long scene is an incomparable scherzo, equally 
symphonic and dramatic. 
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Let us now glance at the slow process by which Wagner ar- 
rived at the present dexterous handling of the scene. 

In the opera, Walther’s song is taken down on paper by Sachs, 
whereas in the First Sketch the young man had brought with 
him a copy of his latest poem to show the cobbler. It is this manu- 
script, left on the table at their exit, that catches Beckmesser’s 
eye when he comes into the now empty room. In the opera he 
arrives boiling over with rage against Sachs for his behaviour 
the night before, while to the pains of the cudgelling he had re- 
ceived there is now added the suspicion that the cobbler, judging 
from the freshly-written poem in his handwriting on the table, 
intends to enter the lists for Eva’s hand. This line of procedure 
had not at first suggested itself to Wagner; for in the Sketch “the 
Marker comes in diffidently: he is in great distress, for now he 
is convinced that last night his chances with the maiden had 
been ruined. He wants to make sure of Sachs, for he knows how 
great his influence is with the people.” 

It was at this point that Wagner's difficulties began. How was 
Beckmesser to be caught in a trap entirely of his own setting? 
Was he to be shown as fully deserving all he got later, or was he 
to be the victim to some extent of Sachs’s craft and malice? Wag- 
ners first idea took the following form: “The Marker catches 
sight of the song on the work-table, reads it, and finds it will suit 
him. He is in doubt whether to pocket it or not: when Sachs en- 
ters he slips it hastily but involuntarily into his breast. He is em- 
barrassed. He feels that he cannot make use of the song without 
Sachs’s permission; hence the milder tone he now adopts. At last, 
his conscience getting the upper hand, he confesses the theft and 
is presented with the song by Sachs.” “Perhaps”, Wagner adds 
in a parenthesis, “Sachs can make out that he has no idea whose 
the song is —it might be the young man’s, who by this time is 
over the hills and far away. ‘It seems to be a magical song! If only 
the melody were there with it! Take good care to find the right 
tune!’ ” 

But in a parallel column Wagner sketches an alternative pro- 
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cedure, in which the cobbler plays rather maliciously on the 
‘ Marker’s weaknesses. When Sachs re-enters the room he is aston- 
ished, or professes to be, to find the Marker there. Is there any- 
thing wrong with the new shoes? he asks innocently. Thereupon 
Beckmesser vents his gall on him for the trick of the night be- 
fore. Sachs defends himself humorously. Then the Marker tries 
a smoother tone: his wooing song had been ruined, and how is he 
to find another? Taken in by Sachs’s friendliness he becomes 
more and more confidential: he has no doubts as regards his own 
powers, but he mistrusts the maiden and the folk, who under- 
stand nothing of the art of the Masters. In the end Sachs offers 
him a song of his own, which, written in the days of his youth, 
is not known to anyone in the town. Beckmesser is at first sus- 
picious of a trap: suppose, in the event of the song bringing 
him success at the contest, the cobbler comes forward and 
claims it as his. Sachs reassures him on this point: he is an old 
graybeard, a widower for some years: is he likely to be so foolish 
as to want to marry again? It ends in Beckmesser, his suspicions 
allayed, going off with the young man’s song in the belief that it 
is one by Sachs; and as he departs, the latter maliciously instructs 
him how to sing it. 


50 


In this version, then, Sachs deliberately deceives Beckmesser. 
After riper reflection Wagner must have seen that this would 
alienate the audience’s sympathies to some extent from the cob- 
bler; so he went back, in essentials, to the first of his two alter- 
native plans, dexterously making the Marker fall into a pit of his 
own digging, with Sachs assuredly not pushing him in, but as as- 
suredly doing nothing to hold him back. Thus both characters 
are rescued so far as dramatic psychology is concerned. In the 
opera we do not censure Beckmesser for his hasty pocketing of 
the song in the first place, and in the second place for his willing- 
ness, when it is turned over to him, to palm it off as his own, be- 
cause he is throughout a figure of farcical fun, against whom, by the 
conventions of the theatre, the ordinary laws of good behaviour 
are not so sternly invoked as they are against more serious char- 
acters. Sachs, however, must not be allowed to lapse from normal 
standards of honour; so it has to be not he who hangs Beckmesser 
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but Beckmesser who hangs himself, Sachs merely letting him 
have the rope he is so keen on getting. From first to last, in the 
admirable scene as we now have it in the opera, the cobbler does 
not say a single untrue thing about the song or his own share in 
it; he is speaking no more and no less than the simple truth when 
he admits that the handwriting is his, with the ink still fresh, and 
tells the Marker he can have the document if he wants it. 

This is the really artful touch on Wagner's part. Sachs does not 
present Beckmesser with the poem, but with the bit of paper on 
which it is written: what he says is “Behaltet das Blatt, es sei 
euch geschenkt” (“Keep the sheet; I make you a present of it”). All 
he does is to present Beckmesser with a bit of his own property, 
the scrap of paper; if the schemer chooses to make the false in- 
ference that because the writing is Sachs’s the poem is Sachs’s, 
that is the man’s own affair. It is Beckmesser who, in his haste 
and greed, picks out the card the conjuror wanted him to draw. 
The English translators, myself included, somewhat obscure the 
matter when, to avoid the repetition of the word “sheet”, they 
make Beckmesser ask “You give me the song?”, to which Sachs 
replies, in effect, “Yes, so that you won't have theft on your con- 
science.” But what Beckmesser really says to him, in the German, 
is not “You give me the song?” but “You give me the leaf?”, which 
Sachs can do without having anything on his conscience. He is 
not making himself an accomplice in an infringement of literary 
copyright, but merely presenting Beckmesser with a bit of his 
own legal property, to wit, a sheet of paper with some words on 
it in his own handwriting. With the whitest conscience in the 
world he can assure the Marker that at no time and in no place 
will he claim the song as his. The cobbler’s reputation remains as 
pure as driven snow; Beckmesser, for his part, leaves the court, 
as an Irish judge said of a lucky defendant, without a stain on 
his character beyond those on it when he came in. 

1 In A Communication to my Friends (1851) Wagner gave his readers an 
outline of the story of the new opera he was planning. This is in the main 
a swift summary of the First Sketch; but manifestly he was still doubtful, 
after six years, how to manage the episode of Beckmesser and the manu- 
script, for this is how he now describes it: “The next day the Marker comes 
disconsolately to Sachs and begs of him a new song with which to woo the 
bride. The cobbler gives him a poem of the young knight’s, pretending not 
to know how it had come into his possession; he warns him, however, to be 
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The scene that follows in the opera is also a later invention of 
Wagner's. Originally, as we have seen, he had made Eva appear 
earlier in the action and sing a trio with Walther and Sachs; later 
he cut out that episode entirely and delayed her participation in 
the drama until after the departure of Beckmesser. She now en- 
ters, from the street, in splendid attire, for she is dressed for the 
festival; she is pale and sorrowful-looking, however, and she 
comes towards the old man slowly, accompanied in the orchestra 
_by the gracious motive (No. 35) that had served as background 

to their colloquy in the second act. Her anxiety is depicted in a 
new motive: 


No. 56 
Moderato 


etc, 


first breathed in the soft tones of the wood wind, which runs sym- 
phonically through the dialogue that ensues. 

Sachs congratulates her on looking so smart; but her heart, she 
assures him, is anything but as gay as her dress. Can’t he guess 
where the shoe is pinching her? Their dialogue, like their former 
one in the second act, is a fencing bout. Everything she says has 
another meaning than the literal one: she is fishing for informa- 
tion about the knight, but will not say so openly; while Sachs 
affects to take everything she says quite literally, though he is per- 
fectly aware of what is unspoken in it. Ostensibly she is com- 
plaining about the fit of the new shoes he has made for her; but 
what is really pinching her is not the shoes but the uncertainty 
about Walther. The odd thing about these shoes, she says, is their 
contrariness; when she stops they would go, and when she wants 
to go they stop. The reference is plainly to her love and the frus- 
trated elopement. Cannot Sachs do something about it? At his 
bidding she puts a foot on the stool, and he examines the shoe. 


careful to find a fitting melody to which to sing it.” This “pretence”, it will 
be seen, evades the ethical problem of how Sachs is to plant the poem 
on Beckmesser without himself incurring the charge of trickery. Evidently 
Wagner was content just then to leave this knotty problem to solve itself 
later. 
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“It’s too wide, you see.” “Nonsense, my child; that’s pure vanity; 
the shoe fits close.” “Just so; my toes are pinched most shockingly.” 
“Here, on the left?” “No, on the right.” “The heel?” “No, the in- 
step.” Then, in a flash of petulance, “Ah, Master, do you know 
better than I where the shoe pinches?” 

Just then, to a mighty surge in the orchestra of the motive of 
the Magic of Midsummer eve (No. 87), Walther, in splendid 
knightly array, appears at the open inner door. Eva gives a cry, 
but does not move, her foot remaining on the stool all the while 
as she gazes at him. Walther is also immobilised, spellbound at 
the unexpected sight of Eva. Sachs has his back to the door; he 
knows well the cause of Eva’s cry, but he does not look round, 
pretending to be professionally intent on the shoe. He takes it off 
her foot, saying he will ease it on the last, and goes to the bench 
with it, still betraying no recognition of the new situation. Eva 
does not move. At work on the shoe, Sachs grumbles about the 
hardness of the cobbler’s life, always at work, day in, day out, 
early and late. He has a plan in his mind, he tells her. No more 
cobbling for him; he will woo her today, hoping to have better 
luck as singer than as shoemaker. Had not she herself suggested 
this the previous day? “Well, well,” he goes on, as she makes no 
reply. “I see what your answer is — ‘Stick to your shoes! If only I 
could hear a song while I work! I heard a lovely one today; 
I wonder if there is a third verse to it?” 

Walther, his gaze still riveted on Eva, breaks into the third sec- 
tion of the Dream Song, for which we, like Sachs, have long been 
waiting. Metrically and melodically it is made on the pattern of 
the two previous ones. The poetic content of it is the completion 
of the vision seen in his dream — the dancing stars had lighted 
on the head of the Beloved, her eyes had become two suns of 
beauty, and she had crowned his head with a wreath and filled 
the poet’s breast with the rapture of paradise. 


52 


“My child”, Sachs had remarked to Eva after the first “Stollen”, 
“that is a Mastersong!” When it is over he returns with the shoe, 
fits it on her foot, and plays once more with the literal and the 
veiled meaning of it all: “Let’s see if the shoe fits now. I think I’ve 
managed it at last. Stand up and try it. Does it pinch you still?” 
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Eva bursts into passionate tears, falls on his breast, and clings 
sobbing to him. Walther goes up to him and presses his hand, 
his heart too full for words. Mastering himself, Sachs tears himself 
away as if displeased —leaving Eva resting unconsciously on 
Walther’s shoulder, — and, as usual with him, finds relief in 
homely, half-serious, half-humorous disparagement of his craft. 
But here again there is something unexpressed at the back of his 
words.* What a life is the cobbler’s! he grumbles: 


Were I not a poet too, 
henceforth I'd never touch a shoe! 


For a shoemaker is a drudge, a slave at everyone's beck and call, 
abused by everyone for his bad workmanship. If he happens to 
be a poet as well, he gets no peace: if he is a widower into the 
bargain, everyone imagines he is a fool. The maidens would take 
him, for better or for worse, when younger men are scarce; but 


in the end 
the smell of pitch they catch, 


and call him fool, rascal and wretch. 


For the first time we see right into the kind old heart, realise how 
profound is his love for Eva, how nobly and unselfishly he has 
worked for her happiness. 

He ends by railing at David for not being there: the fellow 
thinks of nothing but his Lena and his stomach! And he makes as 
if to go in search of him, leaving the lovers to each other. But Eva 
falls into his arms, and, in a great cry that is one of the blinding 
emotional high lights of the opera, hails him, to his own motive of 
Resignation (No. 48), as the friend in need for whom she can- 
not find adequate words of thanks. The orchestra accompanies 
her with a theme curiously suggestive of Tristan and Isolde: 

No.57 op. 3 


) 4 
a 


=> 
1 His melody is that of his cobbling song in the second act (No. 42), but it 
is accompanied in the horns by the melancholy motive (No. 43) of Sachs’s 
heart-ache. This, however, the piano scores cannot show. 
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etc. 


as she pours out her gratitude to him: he had wakened her, she 
says, when a child; he had watched over her as she grew to wom- 
anhood; and now he wakens her to a new free life; through him 
she is born anew. She deserves a scolding from him: had her 
choice been free it was he whom she would have chosen for hus- 
band: and No. 57 rises to new heights of expression as she says: 


But now my will is dead, 

no more I may rejoice; 

and if today I wed, 

I am bereft of choice; 
that were to catch me ina net! 
E’en you, my Master, would regret! 


No. 57 becomes frankly a quotation from the opening of the Tris- 
tan prelude as Sachs reassures her: 


My child, of Tristan and Isolde 

the grievous tale I know; 

Hans Sachs was wise, and would not 
through King Marke’s torments go. 
‘Twas time to find the proper groom, 
or I at last had met my rightful doom. 


He turns from half-grave to wholly gay as Magdalena enters 
through the shop door and David from the inner room, each of 
them beflowered and beribboned for the festival; and the motive 
of Eva’s anxiety (No. 56) becomes all innocent joy as the cobbler 
demands the attention of them all. To the strain of the chorale 
from the church scene in the first act he summons them to a 
christening. It is the custom of the Masters, he reminds them, 
when a Mastersong is born, to give it a name by which it shall 
always be known. Well, the young knight here has created a Mas- 
ter-melody, to which he, Hans Sachs, and Eva Pogner are to 
stand godfather and godmother, with David and Magdalena as 
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witnesses. But as by Nuremberg law no apprentice can be a wit- 
ness, and as David has sung creditably today, he makes the boy 
a journeyman. The delighted David kneels down, and receives 
the accolade in the form of a smart box on the ear. 

Sachs names the new song, in true Mastersinger fashion, “the 
Morning Dream’s Interpretation”, and bids the young godmother 
say the appropriate thing about the infant. She does so by launch- 
ing the great quintet: 

No. 58 


etc. 


She sings of the joy this day has brought her, the day when her 
lover shall prove himself Master and win the highest prize. The 
more prosaic David and Magdalena are lost in astonishment that 
the former is an apprentice no longer, and they dream of a day 
when he too shall be a Master, with Lena as bride. Walther, to 
the melody of No. 52, sings of the felicity of the discovery that 
his Morning Dream has come true. Sachs, for his part, once more 
lets us see into the depths of his kind and philosophical old soul: 
To the maiden dear Id fain 
sing my song of sadness; 
but must hide my heart's sweet pain, 
wear a mask of gladness. 


For him the message of the Dream is clear: 


Love and youth that never dies 
bloom but through the poet’s prize. 
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His one thought now is for the lovers whom he had saved from 
the consequences of their folly the night before and brought 
within sight of triumph and happiness. 

The noble quintet finished, he turns abruptly to practical af- 
fairs. Eva he sends off to her father, Magdalena with her; and 
bidding David see that the shop is properly locked up he takes 
Walther away with him to the festival. 
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During the change of scene on the stage the orchestra develops 
the Nuremberg motive (No. 34) at some length. Horn and trum- 
pet fanfares ring out from afar, and the motive of the Master- 
singers (No. 4) blends with that of Midsummer day (No. 19). 
All Nuremberg, we feel, is en féte, 

When the curtain rises again we see an open meadow outside 
the town. Across the stage winds the little Pegnitz river, which 
is bringing boat-loads of men, women and children to the festival, 
all in their holiday clothes. On one side of the stage is a raised 
platform with chairs and benches on it; it is decorated with the 
banners of the Guilds that have already arrived, and as the others 
come in their banners also are added to the number, so that fi- 
nally they enclose the platform on three sides. In the foreground 
and at the sides of the stage the populace is lying about or mak- 
ing merry outside tents and drinking-booths. The prentices, ar- 
rayed in their best, adorned with flowers and favours and carry- 
ing slender be-ribboned staves, act as heralds and marshals for 
the procession that now appears; they conduct the members of 
each Guild in turn to the platform; there the respective banners 
are planted, after which the burghers and journeymen break up 
and make for the booths. 

At the point when the curtain rises it is the Shoemakers who 
are arriving, singing — to the accompaniment, of course, of the 
Cobbling motive (No. 31) —to their patron, St. Crispin, who 
taught the world how to be comfortably shod. The fanfares ring 
out again (this time on the stage): the town trumpeters and 
drummers, lute-makers, and journeymen with toy trumpets are 
all showing what they can do. The Tailors come in with their ap- 
propriate banner flying: they tell, with goat-like trills,t the heroic 


1 There is a traditional German association of tailors with goats. 
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tale of how, when Nuremberg was once beleaguered and famine 
threatened, a tailor appeared sewn up in a goat-skin, who walked 
boldly out on the battlements with many a skip and caper and 
put the astonished enemy to flight: “who'd think a tailor could 
rise to such heights?” In the course of the narration Wagner slyly 
turns to his own purposes a passage in one of the most popular 
Italian opera arias of the day, the “Di tanti palpiti” from Rossini’s 
Tancredi. The Tailors are followed by the Bakers, who sing the 
praises of bread as the dispeller of hunger; and these by the Cob- 
blers, who are no less lyrical in praise of leather. 

A gaily decorated boat brings to shore a number of young girls 
in rich peasant finery; the prentices, with a glad cry of “Maidens 
from Fiirth!”, run to help them to land, and all break into a rustic 
dance over a drone bass: 


the prentices contending with the journeymen for the girls. Da- 
vid, conscious of the dignity of his new standing as journeyman, 
views it all with disapproval: let them look out if the Masters 
catch them! he says. But in the end he too seizes a pretty girl and 
joins the dance; he breaks away from her in fright for a moment 
when the prentices tell him that his Lena is coming, but sees that 
he has been fooled and throws himself into the dance again more 
ardently than ever. 

It comes to a sudden end with a cry of “The Mastersingers!” 
from the journeymen on the bank who have been looking towards 
the town. The apprentices and the folk prepare to receive the 
Masters, who come in, in solemn procession, to the dignified mu- 
sic of the opening of the prelude to the first act: at the sight of 
Kothner, who carries the banner on which King David is depicted 
with his harp, the people cheer and wave their hats. Pogner 
leads Eva by the hand: richly dressed, and accompanied by Mag- 
dalena and a bevy of maidens, she is shown to the place of hon- 
our. When the muster on the benches is complete the fanfare 
rings out once more, and the prentices come forward ceremoni- 
ously and call “Silentium! Not a word! Be ye all as dumb!” Sachs 
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rises in his place. All raise their hats and caps and press forward, 
pointing to him; and with a general cry of “Begin!” the whole as- 
sembly thunders out the song to the words of which the historical 
Sachs had hailed Luther and the Reformation: 


Awake! full soon will dawn the day! 

I hear within the coppice gray 

a rapture-laden nightingale, 

his song resounds oer hill and dale: 

the night expires in western skies, 

the new day in the east doth rise, 

the red dawn floods the fields with light, 
and puts the gloomy clouds to flight. 


At the conclusion of the mighty chorus the people, to the music 
always associated with the Masters, break into jubilant praise of 


2 4 


“Nuremberg’s darling Sachs”. 


1 Sachs’s poem falls, after the manner of its epoch, into a regular succession 
of iambics: 
w w w = w = w - 

Wacht auf, es nahet gen dem Tag, 

ich hér’ singen im griinen Hag, etc. 
Wagner, of course, could not affront the modern ear with what it would re- 
gard as a misaccentuation of the second syllable of “singen”; so, as the reader 
will perceive from the above musical quotation, he shapes his soprano part 
in such a way as to ensure that the first syllable of the word gets a stronger 
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One man alone in the joyous company has care in his heart. 
The torrent of sound dies away suddenly to a pianissimo as the 
strings alone give out the motive of Resignation (No. 43). Im- 
mobile, sunk in thought, Sachs’s gaze all the while has been over 
the heads of the crowd. Now he turns to them with a kindly 
glance. Beginning in a voice tremulous with emotion, but grow- 
ing firmer as he proceeds, he thanks them for the honour their 
love has prompted them to do him. To the accompaniment of the 
motive of Benevolence (No. 80), which had originally been 
heard in the first act, at the point where Sachs pleaded with the 
Masters for Walther, and had figured again in the colloquy be- 
tween him and the knight in the earlier part of the third act, he 
tells them that today he is to be their spokesman. They prize the 
art of song indeed, he says, and one among them, “a Master rich 
and high-souled”, today shows such love for it that he offers 
daughter, land and treasure as prize in the coming contest. Let 
all who wish to try for it be noble and pure of heart, for never 
has so great a prize been known before, in ancient times or mod- 
ern. Pogner, deeply moved, presses his hand and thanks him: his 
old cobbler friend alone knows what a load had been lying on his 
heart of late. 

Then Sachs turns to the Herr Marker, who, all this while, in 
an agony of apprehension, has been taking the poem from his 
pocket, furtively trying to memorise it, and wiping the sweat 
from his brow: do what he will he cannot fix the difficult thing 
in his mind. “Well, my friend, you're not committed to it”, Sachs 
tells him. “Too late!” replies poor Beckmesser: “my own came 
smash, thanks to you.” Blaming the cobbler for all his troubles, he 


accent than the second. But in the inner parts he is less careful, and one jibs 
at the stressing of “-gen” at the expense of the “sin-” in these: the tenor part, 
for instance, is phrased thus: 


No. 61 


Ich hor’ sin - gen im Hag 
The critical Sachs of the opera would have given Beckmesser’s shoe several 
reproving hammer-strokes for false accents of this kind. 
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still entreats his help. He is confident he can beat all comers if 
only Sachs does not compete. But this new song! No one will un- 
derstand it; so will Sachs use his popularity with the crowd and 
tip the beam in his favour? 
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Kothner, coming forward, proclaims the session open: bach- 
elors first, and the older before the younger; so let Herr Beck- 
messer begin. The prentices, to the accompaniment of their im- 
pudent No. 8, conduct the singer to a small mound of turf they 
have beaten up in front of the platform and covered with flowers. 
Beckmesser, after many a stumble, manages to scramble to the 
top of it, the people all the while commenting unkindly on his 
awkwardness: this, surely, is not the man for the maiden; he may 
be an ornament to the Town Council, but as wooer he is a comic 
loon! Once more the prentices call out “Silentium!”, and Kothner 
launches the official “Now begin!” Beckmesser, who has managed 
at last to find a firm footing on the mound, bows clumsily first to 
the Masters, then, with a leer that is meant to be ingratiating, at 
Eva, who averts her eyes from the grotesque spectacle. He tries 
to collect his thoughts with a prelude on his lute, but the orches- 
tra replies with an ominous thumb-nail sketch of himself as the 
one-time all-powerful Marker (No. 24). 

At last he begins to attempt to sing the song he had so rashly 
accepted from Sachs. It is an even more ludicrous performance 
than his serenade in the second act: the knight’s poetry becomes 
utter balderdash in his mouth, though he takes a furtive peep at 
the manuscript every now and then; for the melody he falls back 
on tags from his earlier song. The Masters and the folk can hardly 
believe their ears: has the man gone out of his mind? they ask 
each other as they repeat some of the more absurd of his lines. 
He breaks into a cold perspiration, mops his brow, and has an- 
other try; but after his first “Abgesang” the crowd bursts into loud 
laughter. 

He gives up. Leaving the mound he goes up to Sachs in a fury: 


Accursed cobbler, this is your snare! 
The song is not my own, I swear: 
‘twas Sachs, to whom you bow the knee, 
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your precious Sachs, who gave it to me. 
Has he not shamed me quite enough, 
but must palm on me his wretched stuff? 


and he rushes out madly and is lost in the crowd. 

Kothner and the others call on Sachs to explain how Beckmes- 
sers song can possibly be his: “a scandal!” says Konrad Nach- 
tigall reprovingly; “an extraordinary thing!” opine Hermann Ortel 
and Hans Foltz. Sachs, who has quietly picked up the manuscript 
Beckmesser has hurled at him before leaving, assures them that 
the song is not by him; his modest muse could never rise to such 
heights. Let Herr Beckmesser tell them, if he cares to do so, how 
he came into possession of it. The others are astounded at this as- 
surance that the song is a good one. Sachs explains that it merely 
wants singing properly, with the right words and the right mel- 
ody; and he calls on a witness to prove his point, if there be one 
present who is prepared to do so. 
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Walther steps forward and salutes the Masters and the folk 
with knightly courtesy; all look at him in silence, but sympatheti- 
cally. 

Bear witness this song is not by me; 
and sing it so that all may see 

my praise of the song 

was not a whit too strong, 


Sachs tells him. Walther ascends the mound with firm steps, and 
Sachs hands the manuscript to Kothner for him and the other 
Masters to follow from. The knight now converts the Morning 
Dream song into the Prize Song: the meaning and the shape of it 
are essentially the same, but after the sixth line it takes a new 
turn both verbally and musically. 

Wagner's original intention had been that the Prize Song 
should be simply a repetition of its predecessor. His sense of the 
theatre made it clear to him later that this would result in mo- 
notony, if not in actual anticlimax; and yet the situation de- 
manded that what is now sung shall correspond literally with 
what is on the paper, so that the Masters can see for themselves 
that Sachs was speaking the truth when he said that the words 
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and the melody were alike good, with the present singer as the 
only possible author of them. A letter from Cosima to King Lud- 
wig in the early part of 1867 shows how Wagner tackled and 
solved this problem. He had “lately come to the conclusion”, 
Cosima wrote, “that it was absolutely impossible to have the same 
poem sung twice in the same act. It must be the same yet differ- 
ent, clear and concentrated; moreover, it would have gone against 
the grain with Walther to repeat before the Masters and the folk 
the intimate happenings in Sachs’s room. This difficult problem, 
which has kept him uncommonly busy during the last few days, 
has in my opinion been solved with wonderful success. . . si 
The discovery by the Masters that the song is not the one on the 
paper is now side-stepped in the simplest way imaginable. When 
Walther has reached the sixth line, Kothner, overcome by emo- 
tion at the beauty of the song, involuntarily lets the manuscript 
fall from his hand. No one picks it up; all are too intent on the 
song and the singer for that. Walther, according to the stage di- 
rections, perceives this, and now boldly goes on to re-shape his 
lay as the inspiration of the moment dictates. The effective little 
point is almost invariably missed in the theatre because the eyes 
of the audience are naturally fixed on the tenor: the spectator 
who does not know all that is involved does not see Kothner let 
the manuscript fall, or, if he does so, does not grasp the meaning 
and the implications of it all.* 

Now and then Masters and people interject a naive admiring 
comment on the song: 


Ah yes! I see it improves a song 
to sing it right instead of wrong; 


Tis strange and daring, that is true; 

but rhymed quite well, and vocal too! 
1 In the original edition of the orchestral score the stage directions are 
merely “at this point Kothner, who has been following from the manuscript 
with the other Masters, involuntarily lets it drop; he and the others now 
merely listen, absorbed, to the remainder of the song”, and that is how the 
direction appears also in the earlier piano scores and translations. A succeed- 
ing sentence — “Walther perceives this, and, without betraying that he has 
done so, now continues in freer style” (i.e., with changes in words and 
melody) — was added by Wagner in a later imprint of the poem. 
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and so on. At the conclusion of it the people unanimously award 
Walther the prize, and the Masters confirm their judgment: Pog- 
ner turns to Sachs with a warm word of thanks for having lifted a 
load from his heart. 
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The knight is led to the steps of the platform, where he falls on 
one knee before Eva, who crowns him with a wreath of laurel and 
myrtle; then both of them kneel before Pogner, who gives them 
his blessing. Sachs turns in triumph to the assembly: “Was I not 
right? Was not my witness well chosen?” The Masters call on 
Pogner, as the senior of the Guild, to confer Masterhood on the 
young man; the goldsmith holds out to him the gold chain with 
three large medals on it, and dubs him Master in the name of King 
David. But Walther turns away impetuously. He does not want 
their Masterhood; the only reward he values is one that Eva alone 
can bestow. In perplexity and embarrassment everyone looks to- 
wards Sachs, who advances to Walther, takes him meaningly by 
the hand, and, to the accompaniment of the various motives as- 
sociated with the Guild, reads him a little lecture. Let him not 
disdain the Masters, but honour their art. It is not lineage, wealth, 
weapons that have served him, but his art. The Masters have 
tended their own art lovingly and well, and have kept it noble 
and German in soul through difficult days. An evil day may dawn, 
when Germans shall be no more one: then, 


if foreign kings should rule our land, 
no prince his folk will understand, 
and foreign mists before us rise 
to dupe and blind our German eyes; 
the good and true were lost for aye 
if German art we should betray. 
So heed my words: 
honour your German Masters, 
if you'd forefend disasters! 
Let us but take them to our heart, 
though should depart 
the might of holy Rome, 
no harm will come 
to holy German art! 
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The whole assembly repeats the final words in chorus. Eva 
takes the wreath from Walther’s brow and places it on Sachs’s, 
who takes the chain from Pogner’s hand and hangs it on the 
knight’s neck. In a final tableau Walther and Eva stand one on 
each side of Sachs, before whom Pogner bows the knee in hom- 
age, while all the other Masters hail him as their chief; the people 
wave hats and kerchiefs, and the prentices dance and clap their 
hands, to a general cry of “Hail! Sachs! Nuremberg’s darling 
Sachs!” 

In the First Sketch (1845) Sachs had merely admonished Wal- 
ther to honour the Masters and their art; the lines “Though should 
depart the might of holy Rome” etc. were added in 1861, at a 
time when the long-suppressed impulse towards German unity 
was moving at last towards realisation. 

It is interesting to learn, from a letter of Cosima’s of January 
1867 to King Ludwig, that when Wagner was completing his 
score he planned to end the opera with the Prize Song and its 
jubilant reception by the assembly: “Sachs’s big address, he con- 
tended, was not really part and parcel of the matter, but rather a 
speech of the poet to the people”; so he proposed to omit it. But 
Cosima protested vehemently against this; and Wagner, she says, 
“thought it over, though naturally he remained of his own way of 
thinking.” In the end he gave way to her, and worked out the 
“address” in full between two and three o'clock of the morning of 
January 28th, after Cosima “had been talking to him the whole 
day about the conclusion of the work”. Perhaps, on the whole, 
Wagner would have been wiser to have “remained of his own way 
of thinking about it”. 
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The Nibelung’s Ring 


1 


> T is only within the last few years that it has become possible 
% to trace the evolution of the stupendous Ring drama in com- 
G, plete detail, thanks to the publication of several important 
og documents for the first time. Wagner’s scenarios, prose 
sketches, drafts of the poems and fair copies of them range over 
a number of years and occupy in all more than 750 pages of 
closely-written manuscript. 

His studies in the 1840’s of the Teutonic and Norse mythologies 
and sagas having supplied him with an immense amount of pos- 
sible material, his first task was to reduce it to a manageable bulk 
and give it some sort of dramatic, as distinguished from epic, co- 
herence. This he did in a detailed Prose Sketch which he entitled 
The Nibelungen Myth as Scheme for a Drama; it bears the end- 
date of the 4th October 1848. The ground plan of this is virtually 
that of the complete Ring as we now know it, from the Rhinegold 
to the Twilight of the Gods, though several of the details were 
modified or completely changed later. A knowledge of all his 
Sketches, by the way, is essential to our understanding of the te- 
tralogy, as they often reveal something that was at the back of his 
mind when shaping the drama but could not be transferred to 
the stage. 

The opening sentences of the Sketch of 1848 run thus: “Out of 
the womb of Night and Death there came into being a race 
dwelling in Nibelheim (Nebelheim),* i-e., in gloomy subterranean 
clefts and caverns. They are known as the Nibelungs: feverishly, 
unrestingly they burrow through the bowels of the earth like 
worms in a dead body: they anneal and smelt and smith hard 
1 “Nebelheim” means literally Home or Place of Mist, Fog, Obscurity, and 
the like. 
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metals.” One of these Nibelungs, Alberich, the Sketch continues, 
having possessed himself of the “pure and noble Rhine-gold”, and 
being of an intelligence superior to that of his fellows, fashioned 
from the Gold a Ring which gave him mastery over them all. 
They became his slaves, compelled to labour unremittingly to 
amass for him the immense Nibelung Hoard. His brother Reigin 
(Mime, Eugel) he forces to make for him a Tarnhelm that enables 
him to assume any shape or be invisible at will. And so, by means 
of wealth and might and magic, Alberich sets himself to establish 
his dominion over the world and all it contains. It will be ob- 
served that at this stage there is no mention of the later important 
motive of Alberich having won the Gold and the power to make 
the Ring by forswearing love. 

In the present Rhinegold, as the reader will know, the final cos- 
mic catastrophe has its distant roots in Wotan’s desire for world 
mastery. To secure his power against possible insurgents he needs 
an impregnable fortress: this he persuades two Giants, Fasolt and 
Fafner, to build for him, promising them in payment Freia, the 
goddess of youth — a promise which, as he admits later, he hoped 
he would not be called upon to make good. When the Giants de- 
mand their wage he turns to Loge, the crafty god of fire, for help 
out of his difficulty. Loge tells him of the Hoard amassed by Al- 
berich, and the Giants agree to accept this in lieu of Freia. Wotan, 
by superior guile, obtains the Hoard, the Ring and the Tarnhelm 
from Alberich, who lays the curse of death upon everyone into 
whose possession the Ring shall come. The two Giants, moved 
by greed of possessions, accept, in place of Freia, the Hoard and 
all that goes with it. At once the curse operates: Fafner slays his 
brother, and then changes himself into a huge Dragon so that he 
may sleep upon and guard the Hoard. 

All this had been conceived in quite another fashion in Wag- 
ners First Sketch. There it is the whole race of the Giants, rivals 
of the Nibelungs, who, troubled at the sight of Alberich’s grow- 
ing power and foreseeing their subjugation by him, yet lacking 
the intelligence to cope with the menace themselves, turn for 
help to the Gods, a race already “waxing to supremacy’, anxious 
to govern the world in orderly fashion, but feeling themselves im- 
potent against the dreaded crafty Nibelung. The Gods, en masse, 
contract with the Giants — not simply with two of them but with 
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the whole race —for the building of a fortress from which they 
can govern the world in security; and when it is finished the Gi- 
ants demand the Hoard as payment. Thus in the original Sketch 
both the Gods and the Giants already know of the Hoard, 
whereas in the present Rhinegold neither have the Gods any 
knowledge of it and of the events that led up to Alberich’s acqui- 
sition of it until Loge tells them the story, nor do the Giants 
know anything of it until they too hear the tale and realise the 
danger they will be in if the Hoard remains in the hands of their 
terrible Nibelung foe. 


2 


In the First Sketch of 1848, Wotan, having trapped Alberich 
by craft and gained possession of the Hoard and the Ring,’ is will- 
ing enough to let the dull-witted Giants have it if only he can 
keep the Ring, in which, as he knows, is incarnated the power 
of which Alberich has been stripped: this power Wotan intends 
shall henceforth be his. But the Giants insist on having the Ring 
as well as the Hoard, for they too know its immense virtue; and 
counselled by the three Norns (Fates), who “warn him of the 
downfall of the Gods themselves”, Wotan yields it to them. Alber- 
ich, before giving up the Ring, had laid the curse of ruin upon 
every future possessor of it. But the Giants are too sluggish and 
stupid to make any use of the power inherent in it: it is sufficient 
for them that there is an end now to the danger of their falling 
into servitude to Alberich. They place the whole treasure in a 
cave in the Gnitaheide (Neidheide),* where they leave it in the 
guard of a monstrous Dragon. (There is no hint, as yet, that this 
Dragon is one of themselves transformed ). Their end — security 
for themselves — being thus achieved, the Giants relapse into tor- 


1 It is true that in the opera, after Loge’s account of the rape of the Gold, 
Wotan says, “I have heard rumours of the Rhine-gold: runes of riches are 
hidden in its golden glow: a Ring would confer power and treasure.” But 
the ascription to him of even this much knowledge is superfluous, and, in- 
deed, meaningless: the little speech could be omitted without making any 
difference to the action. It seems to have occurred to Wagner only at the 
last moment, when he was writing the poem; there is no suggestion of it in 
either of his two Sketches for the Rhinegold. 

2 Loge does not figure in the Sketch. 

8 The Heath (or Wood) of Envy (or Grudge). 
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pid impotence, while the race of the Gods rises to a new lustre. 
They use their now unchallenged power to bestow order on the 
world; they “bind the elements by wise laws and devote them- 
selves to the careful nurture of the human race.” 

Yet their power, with all the moral benefit to the world that 
may flow from that power, is morally flawed at the very core. The 
peace they had given the world had been achieved not by persua- 
sion and reconciliation but by force and guile. “The purpose of 
their higher world-order,” says the Sketch, “is moral conscious- 
ness; but the wrong against which they fight attaches to them- 
selves. From the depths of Nibelheim [where the Nibelungs still 
groan in bondage, labouring not for themselves but for others] 
the sense of their own guilt surges up in complaint against them. 
For the bondage of the Nibelungs is not annulled: merely the 
lordship has been wrenched from Alberich, and that not for any 
higher end — the soul, the freedom of the Nibelungs lies buried 
uselessly under the belly of a sluggish Dragon. Consequently 
there is justice in Alberich’s grievance against the Gods.” Yet the 
latter cannot seize the Hoard and the Ring a second time, in order 
to render them harmless to the world, without committing yet 
another wrong. The beneficent deed of liberation can be wrought 
only by a free Will independent of them. They see in Man a fac- 
ulty for such a Will; so they strive to implant their own divinity 
in him and raise him to such a moral height that by his free Will 
he may win strength enough, independently of the Gods, to can- 
cel out their own prime guilt, even if this means, in the end, their 
own annulment, in that they will no longer work directly upon 
the world, being supplanted by the free human consciousness. So 
they set themselves to bring into being, in the process of time, the 
human hero who shall redeem them from their primal guilt and 
fulfil the high moral purpose upon which they have been bent 
from the beginning. 


5) 


In the present Ring it is Wotan who, in pursuit of this aim, 
takes on human form, contracts a human marriage, and begets 
Siegmund and his sister Sieglinde, who in the end find each other, 
recognise in each other the same father, mate in defiance of law, 


and produce the redeeming hero desired by the God, Siegfried. 
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But Wagner's original plan had run on somewhat different lines. 
According to the Sketch of 1848, “vigorous human races, fruited 
by the divine seed, already flourish. In strife and battle they steel 
their strength; Wotan’s Wish-Maidens carry those of them who 
are slain in fight to Walhall, where the heroes re-live a glorious 
life of jousts in Wotan’s company.” It is long, however, before the 
favoured race of Volsungs produces the hero longed for by the 
Gods. At last “a barren Volsung union is fertilised by Wotan by 
means of Holda’s apples which he gives the spouses to eat; and 
from this marriage spring the twins Siegmund and Sieglinde 
(brother and sister). Siegmund takes a wife, Sieglinde weds a man 
(Hunding ). But both unions prove sterile, and to beget a genuine 
Volsung the brother and sister wed each other. Hunding, Sieg- 
linde’s husband, learns of this misdeed, casts off his wife, and as- 
sails Siegmund. The Valkyrie Brynhilde shields Siegmund, defy- 
ing the command of Wotan, who has decreed that he shall fall in 
expiation of his offence”, etc. In this first draft, then, Wotan is 
not, as in the opera, himself the parent of the two fated Volsungs. 

From this point onward the Sketch proceeds, in the main, along 
the lines of the present Valkyrie, Siegfried and Twilight of the 
Gods. The final solution of the central moral problem, however, 
was not the same in 1848 as the one we now know. In the closing 
scene of the present tetralogy Brynhilde, before hurling the burn- 
ing brand into Siegfried’s funeral pyre, bids the ravens command 
Loge to “hasten to Walhall, for the Gods’ end dawneth at last.” 
But in the First Sketch what Brynhilde says is this: “Hear then, 
ye mighty Gods; your wrong-doing is annulled; thank him, the 
hero who took your guilt upon him. Into my hands he entrusted 
the completion of his work: loosed be the thraldom of the Nibe- 
lungs, the Ring shall bind them no more. But not Alberich shall 
receive it; no longer shall he enslave you [i.e., the Nibelungs], but 
he himself shall be free as you. For to you, wise sisters of the 
water-deeps, I deliver this Ring. The fire that consumes me, let 
it cleanse the evil trinket; do ye melt and keep harmless the 
Rhine-gold that once was ravished from you, for the forging of 
servitude and ill-hap. One only shall rule, All-Father, Glorious 
One, Thou [Wotan]. This man [Siegfried] I bring to you as 
pledge of thy eternal might: good welcome give him, as is his 
desert!” 


897 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


As will be seen, Wagner had rounded off his first plan for the 
drama in logical accordance with its opening premises. Both Al- 
berich and the Nibelungs whom he had enslaved are to be set 
free, for the Ring by which so much evil was wrought has been 
restored to the primal innocence of the pure waters. The Gods too 
are free henceforth to rule the world and lead it upward in growth 
of moral consciousness — which had been their desire and their 
purpose from the beginning. Wagner’s thought was to go through 
many metamorphoses before the ending of his drama took the 
form familiar to us today. 


4 


One or two other differences between the earliest and the final 
scheme may be noted here. In the former, Siegfried’s first act after 
he has forged the sword is to avenge on Hunding the death of his 
father. The Rhinedaughters who accost him during the Gibi- 
chung hunt are in the First Sketch mermaids with swans’ wings. 
Nothing is said in the Sketch about Alberich having forsworn love 
in order to possess himself of the Gold. In the final episode the 
light from the burning pyre shows Brynhilde, once more the 
armed Valkyrie on her horse, leading Siegfried by the hand to 
Wotan, to join the other heroes who guard the Gods; whereas in 
the Twilight of the Gods we see no more of Siegfried and Bryn- 
hilde after the blazing up of the fire, which gradually engulfs 
not only the hall of the Gibichungs but Walhall itself and the 
Gods and heroes in it. 

This, then, was the vast dramatic scheme as it first formed it- 
self in the imagination of the thirty-five-years-old Wagner. Obvi- 
ously in its huge entirety it could not be condensed into an opera 
for a single evening, which was all he contemplated at that time. 
But considerably more than half of the Sketch is taken up by the 
events that followed the introduction of the race of the Gibi- 
chungs into the story; and it is evident from the close detail in 
which Wagner has worked out this section that even while he 
was outlining the cosmic story as a whole the final part of it was 
taking definite shape in his mind as a self-sufficing dramatic ac- 
tion. The ground covered by this section is, indeed, that of the 
present Twilight of the Gods from the moment when the curtain 
rises on the scene between Gunther, Hagen and Gutrune to the 
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" end of the opera. For some reason or other Wagner made a fair 
copy of his First Sketch between the 4th and the 8th October 
1848, and then addressed himself to drafting in prose a scenario, 
which he completed on the 20th, of the opera he now had it def- 
initely in his mind to write. It was to be in three acts and to bear 
the title of Siegfried’s Death. This scenario, which runs to seven- 
teen large pages of print, was published for the first time in 1930. 


5 


As the spectator of the projected opera would necessarily have 
to be made acquainted with a great deal that had happened be- 
fore the action opened in the hall of the Gibichungs, this would 
have to be conveyed to him at one point or another by means of 
narrative. Thus in the opening scene of the new Sketch Alberich’s 
son Hagen, very much as in the Twilight of the Gods, tells Gunther 
and Gutrune the story of the Hoard and the power inherent in it, 
of the slaying of the Dragon by Siegfried, and of the Valkyrie 
Brynhilde on the fire-girt rock. In the later episode of Hagen’s 
Watch by the Rhine, Alberich tells his son of the Nibelungs and 
their work in the bowels of the earth, of his own achievement of 
power by the seizure of the Gold and the forging of the Ring, of 
his compelling his brother Mime to fashion the Tarnhelm for him, 
of his amassing of the Hoard, of the fear that then took possession 
of the Giants, of their compact with the Gods, of his own over- 
throw by craft, of the God’s bestowal of the Ring and the Hoard 
on the Giants at the bidding and the warning of the Norns, of the 
guarding of Hoard and Ring by a Dragon, and of Siegfried’s slay- 
ing of the Dragon and of Mime. Much of this, though not all, has 
been carried over into the corresponding scenes of the Twilight of 
the Gods. In addition, Siegfried, during the hunting scene, tells 
the story in the Sketch, as he does more or less in the opera, of his 
upbringing by Mime, of his own forging of the fragments of his fa- 
ther’s shattered sword, of his combat with the Dragon and his 
slaying of Mime, of his taking the Ring and the Tarnhelm from 
the cave, leaving the rest of the Hoard there, of his journey to 
Brynhilde’s rock and his conquest of the fire, and of his winning of 
the Valkyrie maid. 

This necessity for elucidating certain parts of the stage drama 
by means of narrative beset Wagner all through the many phases 
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of the construction of the Ring. For the most part the dovetailing 
of action and narrative is skilfully done: Hagen’s tale to Gunther 
and Gutrune, for instance, not merely instructs the spectator but 
serves to launch the plan for wedding Gutrune to Siegfried and 
Gunther to Brynhilde, and so brings the hero within the orbit of 
Hagen, where his ruin is to be slowly accomplished; and in the 
same way Siegfried’s telling of the tale of his own life to the Gibi- 
chungs during the hunt, reaching its climax as it does in the 
revelation that it was he, not Gunther, who had wakened and 
wedded Brynhilde, who is now Gunther's bride, not merely en- 
lightens the spectator of Siegfried’s Death as to all this but fur- 
nishes the immediate pretext for Hagen’s swift slaying of him. At 
the same time this procedure on Wagner's part, involving as it 
did much harking back to earlier aspects of his plan, landed him 
now and then in trifling difficulties of which he does not seem to 
have been sufficiently aware at the time. Thus in the Prose Sketch 
of 1848 for Siegfried’s Death he had made Hagen tell Gunther 
and Gutrune, in the opening scene, that Siegfried’s seizure of the 
Hoard has made the Nibelungs subject to him. This was carried 
over in due course not only into the poem of Siegfried’s Death but 
into the much later Twilight of the Gods, as thus: 


Gunther: This Hoard have I often heard of: 
it holds a treasure most rare? 
Hagen: The man who its might can wield, 
the lord of the world will he be. 
Gunther: And Siegfried won it in fight? 
Hagen: _ Slaves are the Nibelungs to him; 


which naturally moves us to comment that while, in general 
terms, possession of the Hoard and the Ring may be said to give 
Siegfried power over the world — as the Wood Bird had told him 
would be the case after he had slain Fafner — there has never 
been the smallest hint in the drama of the Nibelungs having be- 
come his slaves, or, indeed, of his having any interest in them. As 
our investigation proceeds we shall come upon other instances in 
which Wagner has unwittingly carried over into his final plan 
some earlier motive that now either shows itself as a loose end or 
is at variance with its context. 
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The Prose Sketch for Siegfried’s Death still embodies certain 
features of the original “Sketch for a Nibelungen Drama” that 
were to disappear from the plan later. Siegfried’s sword is still 
called Balmung instead of Nothung; and other names retain their 
original spelling. It is once more intended that Siegfried’s first 
deed after making the sword shall be to kill Hunding. Siegfried’s 
colloquy in the forest is with the Wood Birds in the plural, not 
with a single bird as in the present Siegfried. In the scene — cor- 
responding superficially to that in the first act of the Twilight of 
the Gods in which Waltraute comes to Brynhilde’s rock to beg her 
to give up the Ring — it is Brynhilde’s eight former fellow-Val- 
kyries who appear. They have come to ask her the meaning of the 
dying down of the fire that had so long encircled her rock; and 
Brynhilde seizes the opportunity to tell them — and through them 
the audience — the story of her punishment for having shielded 
Siegmund against Wotan’s will and of Siegfried’s conquest of the 
flames and his awakening of her. All this narration had become 
unnecessary by the time Wagner had arrived at the present Twi- 
light of the Gods, for it had been fully set forth before the spec- 
tator in the Valkyrie and Siegfried. And in the Twilight of the 
Gods, of course, the meeting with Waltraute has quite another 
significance than the scene with the eight Valkyries in the Sketch 
had had. In the latter they are concerned simply with the fate of 
their erring sister: in the Twilight of the Gods Waltraute has 
come to implore Brynhilde to give back the Ring to the Rhine 
Daughters and so avert the doom with which the Gods are threat- 
ened. In 1848 the present ending of the tetralogy had not oc- 
curred to Wagner: Siegfried’s Death was to end, like the Sketch, 
with the complete establishment of the Gods’ power for good 
through the redeeming deed of Siegfried. 


7 


It was on the basis of the scenario of the 20th October 1848 that 
Wagner went on to write the poem of Siegfried’s Death. That 
poem has long been accessible in the Collected Edition of his 
prose and poetical works, where for some time it confronted re- 
searchers with a small puzzle. In his autobiography (published 
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in 1911) Wagner told the world that when he read the poem in 
1848 to the actor Eduard Devrient, who was at that time the pro- 
ducer at the Dresden Theatre, the latter pointed out to him a 
little defect in it from the point of view of practical theatrics. 
Some knowledge on the spectators’ part of the earlier relations of 
Siegfried and Brynhilde would surely be necessary, he said, if 
they were to grasp the full tragic significance of the conflict that 
arises between the pair in the middle of the opera. Wagner rec- 
ognised the justice of this observation. “I had in fact”, he says in 
My Life, “begun the poem of Siegfried’s Death simply with the 
scenes that now constitute the first act of the Twilight of the 
Gods, merely explaining to the spectator, in a lyric-epical dialogue 
between the hero’s wife in her solitude and the other Valkyries 
flying past her rock, all that elucidated the early relationship 
of Siegfried and Brynhilde. To my joy, Devrient’s hint on this 
point at once turned my thought in the direction of the scenes 
which I worked out later in the prelude to the drama.” * 

Until lately it was difficult to make sense of this, for every 
reader of the poem of Siegfried’s Death knew that it commenced 
not with the scene in the hall of the Gibichungs but with the 
Norns Scene, which is followed by that between Brynhilde and 
Siegfried. The mystery was only cleared up when, in 1930, the 
Prose Sketch for Siegfried’s Death was published for the first 
time. It then became evident that Wagner s memory was at fault 
when he described, in My Life, that talk of his with Devrient in 
October 1848. It was not the poem which he had read to Devrient 
on that occasion; it was the Prose Sketch, which does begin with 
the scene between Gunther, Hagen and Gutrune. Perceiving that 
Devrient was right, he at once drew up a supplementary prose 
plan for a “prelude”, as he entitled it—ie. a Norns Scene and 
a Siegfried-Brynhilde scene which between them correspond 
broadly to the present “prelude” to the Twilight of the Gods. 

1 The reader should always bear in mind that for Wagner the “first act” of 
the Twilight of the Gods begins with the scene in the hall of the Gibichungs; 
he invariably referred to the long prologue to this — the Norns scene and the 
scene between Siegfried and Brynhilde — as the “prelude”. Unless he is fore- 
warned the reader will be apt to take this latter term in its usual operatic 


sense of an orchestral prelude or overture. There is nothing of that kind in 
the Twilight of the Gods. 
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This supplementary Sketch was also published for the first time 
in 1930. It is based, of course, on the first Sketch for the whole 
drama as originally projected: the Norns prophesy that when the 
Gold is returned to the Rhine the Nibelungs, Alberich among 
them, shall be “free”; it is “the Giants” in general who have built 
Walhall for Wotan and receive the Ring in payment; these Giants 
then beget a Dragon to guard the Ring. The scene that follows 
between Siegfried and Brynhilde runs on the same general lines 
as the corresponding later one in the Twilight of the Gods: the 
Valkyrie sends the hero out into the world to win glory, and as 
the curtain falls his horn is heard sounding merrily as he recedes 
into the distance. The horn melody, the draft concludes, is to be 
“taken up by the orchestra and developed in a spirited move- 
ment”, precisely as it is in the now familiar “Siegfried’s Rhine 
Journey”. 

The next stage in the evolution of the drama was the casting of 
the scenario and the supplementary Sketch for the “prelude” into 
verse. This task occupied Wagner from the 12th to the 28th 
November 1848. He gave his poem the title of “Siegfried’s Death, 
a grand heroic opera in three acts”. In December he made a fair 
copy of his manuscript, leaving the text virtually as it was, but 
making some modifications in the stage directions. 

In the following January he worked over the poem once again.* 


1 One reason why until recently there were so many gaps in our knowledge 
of all the stages traversed by the Ring is the fact that the various manu- 
scripts are scattered about in private and public possession. That of the first 
“Sketch for a Drama” is now at Wahnfried. The first manuscript of the poem 
of Siegfried’s Death is the property of Siegmund von Hausegger, of Munich; 
the copy made by Wagner in December 1848 is in the Winterthur (Switzer- 
land) Town Library. This manuscript was drastically revised by Wagner at 
some later date, and a fair copy of the revision was then made by Nietzsche: 
it was from Nietzsche’s copy (now in Bayreuth) that the poem of Siegfried’s 
Death was printed by Wagner in 1871 in the second volume of his Collected 
Works. All the later editions, of course, follow that imprint; consequently 
the poem of Siegfried’s Death which is so well known to all Wagner students 
represents not the first but a revised version. 

Wagner’s third fair copy of the poem —a model of calligraphy — is in 
the possession of Herr Eduard Sulzer of Ziirich, A fourth copy, made in 
1850, is at Wahnfried. 
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He made no changes in the third act, but the first now received 
the form familiar to us in the Twilight of the Gods. In the second 
act several changes were made: these will be pointed out in our 
later analysis of the opera. The result of all this recasting was that 
a third fair copy became necessary. This, which of course repre- 
sents the second actual version of the drama, was made in Jan- 
uary or February 1849; and now the “grand heroic” in the title 
becomes simply “heroic”. It is evident that Wagner was now 
coming up against a difficulty that was to plague him for a long 
time yet — that of the ending of the work and the summing-up of 
the moral purport of it in Brynhilde’s final words; for on the last 
page of the beautifully written third copy he made later some sig- 
nificant changes in the text of this episode. The stages by which 
the close of the vast drama gradually received its present form 
will be set forth in detail later in our enquiry. 


9 


In May 1849 Wagner, having become involved in the revolu- 
tionary movement in Dresden, had to fly to Switzerland. In the fol- 
lowing May he planned to publish the poem of Siegfried’s Death, 
and for this purpose he made a fourth fair copy and added a Fore- 
word. At that time he shared the passion of some “reformers” of 
the period for using the Latin instead of the German script, and 
for spelling substantives (other than proper names) with a small 
initial letter instead of the capital customary in Germany. The 
Leipzig publisher to whom he offered the libretto assured him 
that if he insisted on these whimsies he would not sell a single 
copy. The plan for publication therefore came to nothing. 

In the late November and early December of 1852 he worked 
over his latest manuscript afresh, giving it its final form, in which 
it corresponds in general to the present Twilight of the Gods. 

Meanwhile, between 1849 and the summer of 1851, he had 
written a number of prose works, the chief of them being Art and 
Revolution, The Art-Work of the Future, Opera and Drama, and 
A Communication to My Friends. The basic purpose of these was 
to clarify his own mind with regard to the tremendous new ar- 
tistic impulses, affecting the whole problem of modern opera, of 
which he was now inwardly conscious. His artistic intuitions were 
driving him irresistibly towards a new type of music drama, but 
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he was not yet quite sure how this could be realised in practice. 
When he had read his Nibelung poem in 1848 to his friends in 
Dresden some even of the best-disposed among them shook their 
heads doubtfully over it. While he himself knew well, as he hinted 
in a letter of November 1850 to Liszt, that Siegfried’s Death 
would have to be musically something entirely different from Lo. 
hengrin, his friends could as a matter of course conceive the mu- 
sical structure of the new work only in terms of “opera” past and 
present; and within the traditional framework of that genre Sieg- 
fried’s Death obviously would not fit. It had no set “forms”, no 
sharply differentiated self-contained numbers — solos, duets, cho- 
ruses and so forth. The lines were curt, rhymeless, often irregular 
in length, seemingly unrhythmical and formless because of the 
total absence of the carrure of the ordinary poetic line and stanza. 
A single illustration will make this clear. The poem of Lohengrin 
had been cast in square-cut rhyming line-lengths of which the 
opening of “Lohengrin’s Narration” may serve as an example: 


In fernem Land, unnahbar euren Schritten, 

liegt eine Burg, die Monsalvat genannt; 

ein lichter Tempel stehet dort in Mitten, 

so kostbar, wie auf Erden nichts bekannt: 

drinn ein Gefass von wunderthat'gem Segen 
wird dort als héchstes Heiligthum bewacht; 

es ward, dass sein der Menschen reinste pflegen, 
herab von einer Engelschaar gebracht: 


etc. This was poetry in the accepted sense of the term, in lines of 
regular feet and rhymes. Siegfried's Death, however, discarded, 
in general, the ordinary end-rhymes in favour of the Stabreim — 
answering assonances of the first consonants or vowels of words 
or syllables, as in the following example, where the assonances are 
picked out for our present purpose in roman: 
Was du mir nahmst, niitztest du nicht, — 
deinem muthigen Trotz vertrautest du nur! 
Nun du, gefriedet, frei es mir gabst, 
kehrt mir mein Wissen wieder, 
erkenv ich des Ringes Runen; 


etc. Stabreim was a very ancient device in German and English 
poetry. It is found in the former as early as the ninth century, and 
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in the latter there is a fine old poem, known as The Harmonious 
Blacksmiths, dating from the fourteenth century, that has quite a 
Wagnerian ring in its hammering assonances: 


Swarte smekyd smethes smateryd wyth smoke 
Dryve me to deth wyth den of here [their] dyntes, 


Thei spyttyn and spraulyn and spellyn many spelles, 


and so on. Wagner’s instinct in 1848 was perfectly sound. His 
young Siegfried, the symbol of a new and ardent life, could not 
possibly express himself in regularly shaped verse such as that of 
Lohengrin; a mode of speech would have to be found for him as 
forthright, as muscular, as himself. 

Moreover, Wagner's Dresden friends were puzzled by the curt 
give-and-take of passages of this type: 


Gutrune: Hielt Briinnhild dich fiir Gunther? 
Siegfried: Ihm glich ich auf ein Haar; 

Der Tarnhelm wirkte das, 

wie Hagen mich es wies. 
Hagen: Dir gab ich guten Rath. 
Gutrune: So zwangst du das kiihne Weib? 
Siegfried: Sie wich — Gunther's Kraft; 


etc. They could imagine no other way of setting such lines as 
these to music except that of “recitative’; and they had dismal 
forebodings of what would happen to an opera which, as they 
saw it, would be largely dry recitative. Wagner, of course, had 
somewhere at the back of his mind a kind of music entirely differ- 
ent from that of Tannhduser or Lohengrin, where, in spite of the 
unbroken continuity of the texture, the framework of the older 
forms of solo, duet, ensemble and so forth had still been visible. 
He must already have seen, though subconsciously rather than 
consciously, that the solution of his new problem— which was 
how to let the drama run its unbroken course from the rise of the 
curtain on each act to the lowering of it, without holding up the 
action every now and then in order to let a purely musical “form” 
impose itself on it — lay in a new logic of musical spinning, which 
would allow music and drama to work hand in hand throughout, 
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instead of first one, then the other breaking the unity by insisting 
on its own egoistic rights, the result being a continual oscillation 
between lyrical expansion and explanatory recitative. This com- 
plete fusion of drama and music implied two pre-requisites. In 
the first place the drama itself would have to be conceived in 
terms of music; in the second place the music would have to be 
of such a kind that no matter how freely it worked itself out ac- 
cording to its own inner laws the drama would be assisted, not 
constrained, by it. 


10 


As regards the first of these points, we can see now what was 
hidden from Wagner’s contemporaries — that the musician in him 
was co-operating with and guiding the dramatist in every phase 
of the poem. Here was not the customary procedure of a non-mu- 
sical playwright putting together a libretto and then handing it 
over to a composer to be “set to music”, the product of their joint 
labour being afterwards turned over to actors, producers, ma- 
chinists, designers and all the rest of them to add their several 
little contributions, but of the operation of a complex faculty of 
which the world had had no experience until then, the operatic 
creator being at once dramatist, musician, mime, producer, con- 
ductor and everything else. It was not even that Wagner, during 
the creation of an opera, was dramatist and composer and stage 
practitioner in successive layers, as it were, the one faculty taking 
up the job where the other had laid it down. He did not put to- 
gether the words of Siegfried’s Death and then “set them to mu- 
sic’, and after that “put it on the stage”: the three faculties 
worked simultaneously in him in all the operas of his maturity. 
This does not mean, of course, that when writing the words he al- 
ready had in his mind the actual notes that were to accompany 
them. But the musical mood was operative within him all the 
time, determining or accompanying each of the windings of the 
drama. We can see the functioning of this double faculty in him 
in such a seeming trifle as his jotting down in the margin of his 
Young Siegfried * the musical rhythms intended to accompany 
one of Siegfried’s speeches to Mime. The words run thus: 


1 This work was the next stage in the evolution of the Ring, to which we 
shall come shortly. 
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Aus dem Wald fort 

in die Welt ziehn! 
nimmer kehr’ ich zuriick! 

Wie ich froh bin, 

dass ich frei ward, 
nichts mich bindet und zwingt! 
Mein Vater bist du nicht, 
in der Ferne bin ich heim: 
dein Herd ist nicht mein Haus, 
meine Decke nicht dein Dachl 

Wie der Fisch froh 

in der Flut schwimmt, 

wie der Fink frei 

sich davon schwingt: 

flieg’ ich von hier, 

flute davon, 


etc. 


{From the wood forth 

in the world fare, 
never more to return! 

Gladness floods me 

for my freedom, 
nothing now binds me here. 
My father art thou not, 
and afar I know my home; 
thy hearth is not my house, 
nor thy cave my rightful roof. 

As the glad fish 

in the flcod swims, 

as the finch free 

on the wind soars: 

I fly from here, 

fleetly I flow, 

like the wind oer the woods, 


etc). 


Opposite “Aus dem Wald fort” Wagner has written in the margin 
of his manuscript: 
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VAY Fear) Ys eet 


opposite “Mein Vater bist du nicht” he has noted this: 


J1 4. DDD Sa DD] s DDD] Sexe. 


and opposite “F lieg’ ich von hier” this: 


Bie JDO] 4 u4-| 


Observe now how he handled the passage later in the score of 
Siegfried. 

The boy’s impatience at the impotence of the dwarf to forge 
him the sword he needs has been expressed, from the point de- 
noted by the words 


Auf! Eile dich, Mimel 
Miihe dich rasch; 

kannst du ’was Rechts, 
nun zeig’ deine Kunst! etc. 


(Up! Quick to it, Mime! 
Shape me the sword; 
cravest thou praise? 

then prove me thy craft!) 


in an impetuous 2/4 accompaniment figure: 


When the dwarf asks him “What wouldst thou today with the 
sword?” the ardent boy breaks into a new rhythm — that of the 
first of the marginal notes quoted above: 


Ausdem Waldfort indie Welt. ziehn; nimmerkehr ich zu- riick! 


With the new thought that springs up in him — “My father art thou 
not” — the rhythm of the lines instantly changes, and with it that 
of the music, as in the second marginal note: 
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Mein Va-terbist du nicht; in der Fer-ne bin ich heim; 


His torrent of similes finished — “Wie der Fisch froh” etc. — he 
speaks in propria persona, as it were, again. The speech-accents 
now fall on the verbs that hammer out the idea of flight into the 
world — “Flieg’ ich von hier, flute davon” — and with the change 
in verbal rhythm comes a change in the musical rhythm. But it 
will be seen that at this point the present score and the marginal 
note do not agree. In the latter a change from 3/4 to 2/4 is pre- 
scribed; but in the score Wagner continues with the former 3/4: 


Flieg’ ich von hier, flu-te da-von, 


The explanation of this is that on second thoughts he saw that it 
would be better to make Siegfried sing, instead of the 


Flieg’ ich von hier, flu - te da-von, 


originally intended — which would have meant holding up the 
torrent by the crotchet rest — the melodic line shown above to the 
words “Flieg’ ich von hier”. But though the metre remains, as 
before, 3/4, the rhythmical effect is different, because there is no 
longer an uptake word and an uptake note before the heavy beat 
of the bar, as there had been, for instance, at “Mein Vater bist du 
nicht”. Here the word (“Vater”) that gives its impulse to the line 
comes second. In “Flieg’ ich von hier” the propulsive word comes 
first, and with the musical stress now falling on “flieg’” and 
“flute” Wagner gives the lines an energy which they would have 
lost had he clung to his first idea of phrasing them in 2/4 time 
with a crotchet rest at the end of each second bar. There is abun- 
dant evidence that all the while he was writing his poem he was 
feeling the drama in terms of music. 


11 


But his contemporaries necessarily saw the matter in reverse, 
as it were. He was producing during the years around 1850 a vast 


410 


THE NIBELUNG’S RING 


amount of argumentative prose and no operas; therefore they be- 
gan to think of him as a composer with whom theory came first 
and practice second, whereas, in fact, it was the musician and the 
poet in him that were driving him towards the creation of so new 
an inner world that for sheer mind’s comfort’s sake he had to try 
to take his bearings in it, and this could be done only by reason- 
ing it all out in prose. It would have been better for him, perhaps, 
in the long run, if he had never published any of these prose 
works but waited till he had a new opera to speak for itself to the 
public. But that was not Wagner’s way; he always had an excess 
of mental energy that had to find other outlets than that of purely 
creative art. Without these outlets his path as a creator would 
probably have been cumbered for a while with an immense 
amount of unassimilable material; by means of his prose specula- 
tions he shovelled all this on one side and could then forget it and 
surrender himself to pure creation. He himself was well aware of 
this peculiarity of his being. In November 1850, when embarking 
on the immense treatise Opera and Drama, he wrote thus to 
Liszt: “Between the musical working-out of my Lohengrin and 
that of my Siegfried * there lies, for me, a turbulent yet, I am con- 
fident, prolific world. I had a whole life to clear away behind me, 
to bring into the forefront of consciousness what was in me only 
in a sort of twilight, to master my reflection by means of its own 
self — by getting to the very core of it — in order thereafter to im- 
merse myself again, with clear and joyous consciousness, in the 
exquisite unconsciousness of artistic creation.” After he has fin- 
ished Opera and Drama, he goes on to say, “then, in the spring, 
joyful and clarified, I will take up my Siegfried, and not drop it 
until I have completed it”, i-e., in music. 

He was thoroughly aware that works of the type he now had 
in his mind would mean a break, sooner or later, with the existing 
German theatre. “I will write no mure operas”, he told a friend in 
1851. “As I do not wish to invent an arbitrary title for my works, 
I call them dramas, a term which at least will indicate clearly the 
standpoint from which the thing I am offering should be ac- 
cepted.” Experience soon taught him that whatever else he might 
do he could not impose a new nomenclature on the world; and so 


1 ie. Siegfried’s Death. 
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he had to refer to his works, as everyone else did, as operas. With 
the existing operatic world and its traditional forms, however, he 
had finished for good after Lohengrin. And as he was living, in 
the late 1840’s and the early 1850's, in a world of political and so- 
cial upheaval, he easily managed to persuade himself that some- 
how or other his own new kind of creation was part and parcel 
of these changes. For the acceptance of his new and regenerating 
art he looked forward to a new structure of society, and so he be- 
came a revolutionist. But he could never make up his mind which 
of the two, chicken or egg, would have to come first, whether his 
own creative work would help to build up a new society or such a 
society would have to come into being before his work could find 
acceptance. And so, from posterity’s point of view, he wasted a 
vast amount of his time and his intellectual energy on not only 
artistic but political and social and economic theorising. But we 
need to remember that his powerful mind was all of a piece; with- 
out the gymnastic afforded it by all this ardent and sometimes fu- 
tile speculation it would have been less athletic; his art would not 
have had behind it the tremendous driving force that now excites 
our wonder and compels our admiration. 


12 


It was his guardian angel that wisely held him back from set- 
ting formally to work at the music of Siegfried’s Death as soon as 
he had completed the dramatic plan for this, though he must, of 
course, have been always brooding upon it and doing a certain 
amount of musical sketching for it. In 1933 there was published 
for the first time a Sketch,’ running to some 150 bars, for the mu- 
sic of the Norns Scene with which the opera was to open. It is 
dated “12 August 1850”, and is very interesting in respect both 
of what was carried over from it into the present Ring and what 
was changed or discarded. 

The first thing we observe is that already Wagner’s instinct 
had decided on the key of E flat minor and a 6/4 motion for the 
opening of his drama. But in this sketch the Norns plunge in 
medias res, without the orchestral preamble that is a feature of 
the corresponding scene in the Twilight of the Gods: 


1 In the possession of M. Louis Barthou. 
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ist Norn 2nd 


In Ost = en wob ich. In West - en wand ich. 


Nach Nord-en werf’? ich, Was wand-est du im West-en? 


(The words are: “Ist Norn: In the east I wove. 2nd N. In the west 
I wound. 3rd N. To the north I cast [the rope]. What woundest 
thou in the west? 2nd N. What wov’st thou in the east?” The 
reader will hardly need to be reminded that for the Twilight of the 
Gods another and more detailed text was written for this scene). 
It will be seen that the melody foreshadows the one associated in 
the present Ring not with the Norns but with the Valkyries: * 
moreover it loses its vitality in the fourth bar and never regains 
it, drifting off into an undistinguished quasi-recitative. But it is 
already evident that even when engaged on his poem Wagner 
had a musical texture and a musical form at the back of his mind. 
If the reader will glance at the poem of Siegfried’s Death — of 
which an English version will be found in volume VIII of Ashton 
Ellis’s translation of Wagner’s prose works — he will see that in 
the five lines quoted above — “functional” lines we may perhaps 
call them, for they define the nature and function of the Norns 
as the weavers of destiny — the Norns have begun to outline the 
story of Alberich’s theft of the Gold and the events that followed 
in its train. Three times in the course of their narrative they break 
off to repeat their “functional” lines. At the conclusion of each 
section of the story (except, of course, the last), Wagner has 
written between the staves “3 Takte”; ie., there are to be three 
bars of orchestral development at each of these points; and each 
time the Norns begin their ritual winding of the rope again from 
east to west and so on they do so to the melody quoted above (or 
a suggestion of it). The form of the episode is therefore a musical 
one, a kind of rondo. 

At a later stage of this musical sketch we find, at the point 
where the scene merges into the colloquy between Siegfried and 
Brynhilde, a descending figure in the orchestra: 


1 See Example No. 74 in our later analysis of the opera. 
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which has no definable function here, but from which, as we can 
now see, was subsequently evolved the Treaty motive associated 
in the present Ring with Wotan. (See Example No. 13 below). 
We first meet with this motive in the Rhinegold, the music of 
which was written between November 1853 and January 1854. 
The “reminiscence” hunters have for long assured us that this 
Treaty motive was one.of the themes Wagner “borrowed” from 
Liszt, in whose piano sonata something resembling it appears. 
The musical sketch we are now considering disposes of that as- 
sumption once for all. The first statement of the motive in the 
Rhinegold agrees with the musical Sketch of 1850 in (a) general 
outline, (b) the change from dotted to non-dotted quavers, (c) 
the coming to rest on a long note at the end of the descent. But 
Liszt’s sonata was not written until 1852/3, and not published un- 
til 1854. 
13 


We have every reason to be thankful that Wagner did not set 
to work at the systematic composition of Siegfried’s Death in 
1850. The musician in him was manifestly unripe for it just then; 
and it may have been because his instinct warned him of this 
that he did not work out in full whatever musical sketches he may 
have made at that time. But there was another and a stronger rea- 
son for the long delay. On the 8rd May 1851 he had written to a 
correspondent, “I am now setting to work at the musical working- 
out of my Siegfried [i.e., Siegfried’s Death]”. But only a week later 
we find him writing to another friend in quite a different vein. 
“All through last winter I was plagued by an idea which lately 
has taken possession of me to such an extent that I must bring it 
to fruition. Did I not once write you with regard to a lively sub- 
ject? It was that of the youth who sets out to ‘learn what fear is’ 
and is so stupid that he never manages to learn. Imagine how 
startled I was when I realised that this youth is no other than — 
the young Siegfried, who wins the Hoard and awakes Brynhildel 
The plan is now ready. I am gathering my strength together to 
write next month the poem of The Young Siegfried. I will set to 
work at the music in July”, after which, he continues, he will ad- 
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dress himself (in 1852) to the composition of the music of Sieg- 
fried’s Death. 

The popular story of the youth too stupid to learn what fear is 
had long been a favourite with him: already in the Dresden days 
he had told his friend Kietz that he would write no more “grand 
operas”, but only “fairy tales, such as that of the boy who does 
not know what fear is.” And now in 1851, by one of those tricks 
of the subconscious so familiar to us in the case of poets, this old 
folk-tale had become fused in his imagination with that of his 
hero Siegfried. He was very pleased with his discovery. For one 
thing, in the new opera (Young Siegfried) he could set visibly 
before the spectator a good many details of the pre-history of the 
Ring and the struggle for world power which could have been 
told in Siegfried’s Death only in narrative form, through the 
mouth of this character or that. In the second place, a Young 
Siegfried, with its atmosphere of gladsome youth, would serve, 
he thought, as a welcome foil to the tragic Siegfried’s Death. 

He at once drew up, in some twenty-three lines in pencil, the 
ground plan of the new three-act opera, to which some supple- 
mentary paragraphs were added at some later date. We owe the 
chance preservation of this precious scrap of material to the fact 
that the large sheet of paper on which it was written was utilised 
by him in later years as a wrapper for the first draft of the new 
poem. The plan now sketched conforms in general to that of the 
present Siegfried — Act I: the scene between Siegfried and Mime, 
the dwarf’s talk with the Wanderer, and the forging of the sword 
by Siegfried; Act II: the action in the forest (Alberich, Fafner 
and Wotan), the dialogue between Siegfried and Mime, the 
death of Fafner, the altercation between Mime and Alberich, 
the acquisition of the Ring by Siegfried, the birds’ * warning, the 
slaying of Mime, and the news brought by the birds of the Val- 
kyrie Brynhilde on the rock; Act JII: Wotan and the Wala, 
Wotan and Siegfried, Siegfried and the awakening of Brynhilde. 


14 


Broadly speaking, what Wagner was now doing was to elabo- 
rate into a three-act opera a single paragraph of the first Prose 


1 Here and in a Jater more extended sketch the birds are still in the plural. 
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Sketch of October 1848, which had told how, after the slaying 
of Siegmund by Hunding, Sieglinde had given birth to a son in 
the forest, how the boy had been brought up and taught smithing 
by Mime, and so forth along the lines in general of the first act 
of the present Siegfried. There are some small differences, how- 
ever, between that earlier paragraph and the draft of May 1851, 
and between both of these and the present opera. For example, 
Wagner's first idea was to have Mime go on with his labours at 
the forge during his conversation with the Wanderer! In the 
Sketch of 1848 Siegfried had forged the sword “under the direc- 
tion of Mime”; in that of 1851 the boy impatiently smashes up the 
dwarf’s sorry attempt and proceeds to make the weapon himself. 
In 1851 Siegfried no longer seeks out and slays Hunding as he 
had done in the first Sketch. In 1848 the wood birds — whose song 
the boy understands after tasting the Dragon’s blood —had 
wamed him to beware of Mime, who plans to do him evil in 
order to get the Hoard, whereupon Siegfried kills him at once. In 
the Sketch of 1851 this episode begins to take the more extended 
shape with which we are familiar today: “the taste of the blood 
gives also the power to pierce to the true sense of the false words. 
Mime’s dissembling is understood throughout by Siegfried in the 
sense in which Mime means it. (The birds reveal this also to 
him)”. 

At the bottom of the page containing the short swift draft of 
May 1851 are three jottings which were evidently made later. 
The first of these, relating to Act I, runs thus: “The Wanderer 
and Mime. Explanation of the relations between Giants, Dwarfs 
and Gods. Suggestions of Siegfried’s mission, and frustration of 
Mime’s design.” Clearly it had occurred to Wagner that here was 
the opportunity to acquaint the spectator with that primal con- 
flict of Gods, Giants and Dwarfs in which the whole vast dra- 
matic action had had its roots: he now saw his way to do this by 
means of a series of questions and answers between the Wanderer 
and Mime. The second jotting is as follows: “Wotan and the 
Wala. Guilt of the Gods, and their necessary downfall. Siegfried’s 
mission. Self-annihilation of the Gods.” Here, it will be perceived, 
the original ending of the drama had already taken an entirely 
new turn in Wagner’s mind. In the First Sketch of 1848, it will be 
recalled, Brynhilde, after restoring the Ring to the Rhine and de- 
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claring Alberich and the Nibelungs to be free again, had pro- 
claimed that “One only shall rule, All-Father, Glorious One, 
Thou. This man [Siegfried] I bring to you as pledge of thy eternal 
might: good welcome give him, as is his desert!” But now, in 
1851, the final consummation of the drama is to be not the eternal 
establishment of the power of the Gods but their annihilation by 
their own willing of that end. 


15 


What had brought about this fundamental alteration in Wag- 
ner’s ethical design? We cannot trace in detail all the mysterious 
spiritual changes in him that had led to this surprising result; but 
it has been argued, with a certain plausibility, that by the early 
1850's his optimism with regard to the coming of a new and better 
European social order—one in which the Gods, so to speak, 
would at last rule the world wisely and well— had given way to 
a pessimism that saw no way out of the contemporary evil and 
misery, and that the final blow to his optimism had been dealt by 
Louis Napoléon’s coup d’état of the 2nd December 1851. That 
unexpected event certainly shook him to his foundations. In 1851 
he had been convinced that the trend of opinion in France was 
towards a new social democracy which would change the face of 
things for the better; and he shared the general confidence that 
the French elections in December would be the beginning of an 
upheaval that would inaugurate an epoch of social and political 
freedom and happiness not only for France but for Europe. When 
the news came of Louis Napoléon’s seizure of power it was at 
first, he tells us in My Life, something so “absolutely incredible” 
that he could hardly believe it: “it seemed to me”, he says, “that 
the world was really coming to an end. When the success of the 
coup d’état was confirmed, and it appeared that what no one had 
thought possible had actually happened and had all the appear 
ance of enduring, I turned my back on this incomprehensible 
world as a riddle not worth the attempt to solve. As a joking re- 
minder of our earlier hopes for the year 1852 I suggested, in my 
correspondence with Uhlig, that we should treat it as non-exist- 
ent and go on dating our letters December 1851*— in conse- 
1 As a matter of fact in only one of his published letters to Uhlig — that of 
the 22nd January 1852, which he dated “58rd December 1851” —did he 
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quence of which this month of December seemed to last an in- 
ordinate time.” And he goes on to speak of the profound depres- 
sion into which the new state of things had thrown him, its dire 
effect on his health, and his despair for the future of European 
culture. 

This theory that the change from an optimistic to a pessimistic 
ending of the Ring drama came about through Wagner's political 
disillusionment at the hands of Louis Napoléon in December 1851 
was plausible enough at one time. But the recent publication of 
his sketches has negated it. We have just seen that the passage 
in the Young Siegfried Prose Sketch of May 1851 running thus, 
“Wotan and the Wala. Guilt of the Gods, and their necessary 
downfall. Siegfried’s mission. Self-annihilation of the Gods”, is 
a jotting on the lower part of the sheet. Both the ink and the 
script of this jotting suggest that it was made later than the 
Sketch itself.1 How much later, whether days or weeks or months, 
we do not know. But the actual date is immaterial, for in the main 
body of the Sketch, in the outline of the third act of Young Sieg- 
fried, we find this: “Wotan and the Wala: end of the Gods. Wo- 
tan’s resolution: the Wala sinks into the earth”; and Wagner's 
letters of that date place it beyond doubt that this plan was com- 
mitted to paper some time between the 8rd and the 10th May 
1851. His decision to change the 1848 ending of his Nibelungen 
drama had therefore been made long before Louis Napoléon’s coup 
détat had plunged him into pessimism about the actual world in 
which his lot as an artist was cast. 


16 
In the first swift Sketch of the 3rd—10th May 1851 for a Young 


Siegfried there is a sentence which, as it stands, is rather puz- 
zling. In the scene in the second act in which Fafner, Alberich and 
Mime figure we have this: “Siegfried goes into the cave. — Mime. 
Alberich. — Siegfried [reappears] with the Ring: all scatter.” Why 
“all”? we cannot help asking, for only Mime and Alberich are 


carry out this plan. His account of the matter in the later years when he was 
writing his autobiography, however, is quite accurate as regards his general 
state of mind in 1851/2. 

* A facsimile of the page is given by Otto Strobel in his book Richard Wag- 
ner, Skizzen und Entwiirfe zur Ring-Dichtung (1980). 
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there besides himself. A glance at the facsimile of the manuscript 
clears up the mystery. The draft for Act II had originally run 
thus: “Neidwald. Alberich comes up out of the earth with Nibe- 
lungs: they have to follow him. Reproaches. Appeasement. — 
Siegfried and Mime. —S. alone. — Morning. Fafner appears: his 
dying speech. Bird-song. S. goes into the cave. — Mime. The Nib- 
elungs seize him: anarchy: promises. Alberich. Derision. Sieg- 
fried [emerges] with the Ring: all scatter”, etc. It was Wagner's 
intention, then, in the early days of May 1851, to introduce the 
Nibelungs — still subject to Alberich —in this scene, and have 
them seize Mime at their master’s bidding: the dwarf makes them 
promises if they will release him, and Alberich derides his 
brother. In a further jotting Wagner elaborated the action in this 
way: Alberich summons the Nibelungs, who reproach him bit- 
terly as the originator of their slavery. He pacifies them, tells 
them that Mime is bent on getting the Ring, and counsels them 
to frustrate him, whereupon they all scurry into the earth or into 
fissures in the rocks and lie in wait. After Siegfried has slain 
Fafner and gone into the cave, Mime runs in and is seized by the 
Nibelungs. He promises to liberate them if the Ring falls to him, 
but Alberich derides him as a deceiver. “Siegfried comes out with 
the Ring, which he places on his finger. Mime decides to kill him 
and goes to one side. The Nibelungs declare themselves to be 
Siegfried’s bondsmen: he commands them to go”, etc. 

A further jotting goes into yet closer detail. Alberich, we learn, 
is bent on acquiring the Ring again because he knows that if 
Mime obtains it he, Alberich, will be eternally subject to his 
brother Nibelung, whereas he himself will know how to deal with 
the simple boy Siegfried, who is ignorant of the Ring’s power. 
“When Mime enters, the Nibelungs fall upon him: he wants to 
go into the cave, and makes all kinds of promises in order to get 
free. Alberich mocks him: the two quarrel. Siegfried comes out 
with the Ring: all scatter before their new lord. Mime remains 
concealed. — Bird-song. — Mime comes forward.” 

From the point of view of a contemporary spectator of Young 
Siegfried — who, we must bear in mind, would have nothing like 
our present knowledge of the preceding events and psychological 
and moral motives of the drama, — there was a good deal to be 
said for Wagner’s projected elaboration of this scene. In the end, 
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however, he decided not to introduce the Nibelungs, perhaps be- 
cause it would have meant employing an ensemble for which he 
would have no use anywhere else in the opera. It is possible also 
that already he had a vague suspicion that just as a Young Sieg- 
fried had become necessary to elucidate some features of Sieg- 
fried’s Death, so it might be necessary for him some day to ex- 
plain Young Siegfried in turn by means of a preliminary opera. 
But whatever his reasons may have been, he scrapped the epi- 
sodes in which the Nibelungs were to have taken part, and con- 
centrated the action at this point into the superb scene of mu- 
tual recrimination between Alberich and Mime which we have in 
the present Siegfried. When putting his pen through so much of 
the Sketch of 1851 as he had decided to dispense with, however, 
he forgot to score out the now meaningless words “all scatter”. 


Ne 


On the 12th May 1851 he wrote to Biilow, “I have greatly ex- 
panded my plan. Siegfried’s Death is at present unproduceable, 
and, for the public, ununderstandable; so I am going to preface 
it with a Young Siegfried.” Between the 24th May and the Ist 
June, accordingly, working at fever heat, he drafted a full Prose 
Sketch for the new opera which runs to twenty-seven pages of 
print. This Sketch was so detailed, and so much of it was already 
couched in actual dialogue, that giving it poetic form was fairly 
easy for him: this task occupied him only from the 8rd to the 24th 
June. On the 29th he wrote to Liszt apologising for being too ex- 
hausted to make him a copy of the poem, as he would have liked to 
do. Cannot they meet soon, he asks, when he will read the work to 
his friend? This, he says in a significant passage, will really be the 
better plan, for he could read it to Liszt in such a way that his in- 
tentions would become clearer than the mere written word can 
make them. He was an incomparable reader of his own dramas; 
more than one witness has testified that, with his extraordinary 
range of vocal inflection, the scope and plasticity of his poses and 
gestures, and the intensity of his feeling, he gave the characters 
and the action a life which the best of his singers was never able 
to achieve in the theatre, even with the assistance of the music. 

We have arrived, then, at the point when, in May 1851, Wag- 
ner felt that he could say all he had to say on the Nibelungen sub- 
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ject in two operas, Young Siegfried and Siegfried’s Death. Had he 
stopped there, instead of going on to add first a Valkyrie and 
then a Rhinegold, would the world have gained or lost? We 
should have been the poorer, of course, by a large amount of 
magnificent music, But from the purely dramatic point of view it 
is possible that we might have gained slightly: for Young Sieg- 
fried and Siegfried’s Death, as originally planned, constitute in 
combination an almost perfect whole. 

What had been Wagner’s original purpose in 1848? Not a stage 
packed with so much picturesque incident as we have in the pres- 
ent Ring, but a concentrated presentation of one great central 
dramatic motive, that of the stupendous moral implications and 
consequences of a single act of well-meant wrong-doing on the 
part of the Gods. Unless the present-day spectator of the Ring has 
learned to see beyond the actual characters and episodes set be- 
fore him on the stage he has failed to understand the work at all 
as it was planned and as it really is. There has been much censure 
of Wotan for his alleged airy breach of agreement with the Gi- 
ants; he has been playfully described as the ancient equivalent of 
a fraudulent building contractor who gets a house built for him- 
self and then tries to bilk the labourers of their wages. That is 
good enough as a joke, but if it is taken seriously it shows a lam- 
entable failure to grasp the most elementary facts of the matter, 
as set forth in the First Sketch of 1848 for a Nibelungen drama. 
We have to rid our minds, in the first place, of all the modern 
connotations of the word “Gods”. For the ancient Teutons, as for 
the Greeks, the Gods were not all-powerful beings. They were 
subject to time and change and fate — “necessity” — like ordinary 
mortals, and like the world itself they were doomed to go down 
some day. (“Twilight of the Gods” is the most convenient but not 
the most litera] English rendering of this concept: what has been 
foredoomed to happen is a going-under of the Gods, a passing- 
away of them in the course of the cycle of ages, just as human and 
other life on the earth will some day go under or pass away). 

Wagner's root-conception was of a world divided between 
three prime other-than-human forces, each striving for mastery 
over the others—a race of Giants, incapable of rising above the 
lowest materialism but too indolent and too stupid to aspire to 
world-mastery, desirous only of being left to live their own brutish 
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lives in safety; a spirit of acquisition and of domination symbol- 
ised by Alberich, whose superior cunning brings him untold 
wealth, leading to the subjection of the N ibelungs as the first step 
towards mastery of the world; and a loftier spirit, represented by 
the Gods, that would fain rescue the world from the two evils 
that threaten it, on the one hand power incessantly bent on more 
power for its own base ends (Alberich and Mime), on the other 
hand a sloth that cares for nothing beyond the lowest satisfaction 
of the desire to go on living in comfort (the Giants). But these 
Teutonic Gods lack of themselves not merely the power but a 
cosmic right to power over the others; they too are subject to law 
and are prisoners of fate. It is the problem of how to break out 
of that prison, not for their own sakes but for the world’s sake, 
that constitutes the basic moral problem of the Ring. 
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We have seen Wagner’s first approach to that problem in 1848; 
it is a better approach, in some ways, than that of the tetralogy as 
we now have it. In the latter, Wotan, athirst for world-power, has 
the Giants build for him a fortress that will give him security; he 
promises them, in return, Freia, the goddess of youth and glad- 
ness and beauty. He has no intention of fulfilling that rash prom- 
ise, but hopes that when the time comes for payment he will be 
able to find some means, less disastrous to the race of the Gods, 
of discharging his debt to the earthy-minded Giants. Loge tells 
him and the others of the rape of the Rhine-gold and the power 
it and the Ring have conferred on Alberich, whereupon the brute 
cupidity of Fafner and Fasolt impels them to ask for this Hoard 
in lieu of Freia. Wotan deprives Alberich of his Gold, his Ring, 
his Tarnhelm and his power, by means of guile and force. The 
Hoard passes into the possession of Fafner and Fasolt; in their base 
greed they fight for the treasure, Fasolt is slain, and Fafner, 
changing himself into a Dragon, intends to sleep for endless time 
upon it. So long as he is alive no one else is strong enough to pos- 
sess himself of it. But Alberich, though checked, is still danger- 
ous. He lives obsessed by one purpose only, to regain the Hoard 
and Ring and make himself master of the world. This is the de- 
sire also of his brother Mime; and if either of them succeeds there 
is an end to the human freedom and the growth in moral stat- 
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ure for which Wotan had been striving. To kill the mighty 
Dragon is a task too great for either of the Nibelungs unaided; 
but none the less the danger exists for each of them that some 
day, somehow, the power for world-evil after which they both 
lust will pass into the hands of the other. The moral grandeur of 
Wagner's conception of the drama resides in the fact that Wotan, 
God though he is, is caught in a net of his own weaving: he can- 
not get power for good into his own hands now without using 
force, that is to say, by adding another crime against morality to 
his original one of robbing Alberich by force and craft. This prob- 
lem he ultimately solves by the creation of a hero, Siegfried, who 
will win the Hoard unaided and unprompted by the Gods, and, 
by his death, make it possible for the Gold to be given back to 
the pure waters from which it was stolen, and the power for evil 
inherent in it to be broken for ever. 

That is the impressive sequence of conceptions underlying the 
present Ring. The first conception of all, however, that of 1848, 
was in some respects better. There the beginning of the drama 
had not the quasi-personal form it assumed later by the narrowing 
down of the opening action to Wotan on the one side and Fasolt 
and Fafner on the other. This personalising of the broad moral 
conflict was a necessity dictated by the transference of the world- 
sweep of the action of the saga to the restricted space of the stage. 
The original cosmic idea was more impressive but less realisable 
in terms of the theatre: originally it had been not merely Fasolt 
and Fafner who were concerned in the struggle for world domina- 
tion but the whole race of Giants. They and Wotan already knew, 
before the drama opens, of Alberich’s seizure of the Gold and the 
use he had made of it: it was therefore a simple necessity for the 
Giants to have him deprived of that power, and only by the inter- 
vention of the Gods could that be made possible for them. But all 
this was in essence symbolic rather than personal, which precisely 
constituted the grandeur of it; and symbols are not easy to realise 
on the stage. 
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There had been several points in Siegfried’s Death which Wag- 
ner rightly felt would have to be elucidated for the spectator by 
means of a preliminary opera. Therefore a good deal of his space 
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in Young Siegfried was taken up with explanation rather than ac- 
tion — at this point or that we in the theatre would have to learn 
from the mouth of one or other of the characters the episodes an- 
tecedent to the present action that had made this turn of events 
not merely possible but inevitable. Neither Wotan, Mime, the 
Nibelungs nor the Giants had appeared in Siegfried’s Death. Al- 
berich had figured there, his function being to explain to Hagen, 
and through him to the spectator, how he had robbed the Rhine 
of the Gold, how he had in turn been robbed of it to satisfy 
the Giants, Wotan having unwillingly surrendered it to them on the 
warning counsel of the Norns; how a Dragon now slept upon the 
Hoard; how Mime had schemed to acquire the Ring; how Sieg- 
fried had slain him and the Dragon and won him the Hoard and 
the Ring; and how he, Alberich, had begotten his son Hagen to 
wrest the Ring from this simple boy who does not know the virtue 
that resides in it. (In the corresponding scene of the Twilight of 
the Gods Alberich does not go into so much detail; it is unneces- 
sary for him to do so, for it had all been set visibly before the 
spectator in the Rhinegold, the Valkyrie and Siegfried). But there 
still remained much to be elucidated, and to this task Wagner ad- 
dressed himself in Young Siegfried. It marked the beginning, for 
him, of a new type of musical-dramatic construction which he 
was to employ most effectively later in Tristan, the Mastersingers 
and Parsifal; at a certain point in the action one or other of the 
characters would explain what had happened before the com- 
mencement of the opera, the narrative being made an organic 
part of the action, however, and raised to the emotional temper- 
ature of that, by means of Wagner’s new art of the symphonic de- 
velopment of forward-reaching and backward-glancing “motives” 
in the orchestra. 

The first thing he did in Young Siegfried was to explain in the 
opening scene, through Mime, how Siegfried had come into the 
world with the fragments of his father’s sword as his legacy. Then 
came the skilful telling, in the colloquy between Mime and the 
Wanderer, of the story of the long-antecedent strife of Gods and 
Giants and Nibelungs for the Hoard and the Ring. Two other 
vital matters called for elucidation. First of all, how did Wotan 
come into the action which henceforth was to centre in Siegfried 
and Brynhilde? Wagner conveyed this information in the dialogue 
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in the third act between the Wanderer and the Wala (Erda): 
there we learn that Brynhilde is the daughter of the pair, that she 
had disobeyed the God and been put to sleep on the fire-girt rock, 
and that Wotan had afterwards gone among men and bred the 
race of Volsungs from which had sprung a hero who should un- 
consciously take the guilt of the Gods on him. The troubled God 
asks the seeress what will be the end of it all. She tells him: the 
Gods must pass away, for their guilt lies heavy on them; they will 
be supplanted by something better than themselves. “Crazed are 
the Gods”, says the Wala in the Sketch of 1851, “turned in their 
foolishness against themselves. They avenge guilt, yet are them- 
selves all guilty. What they have profaned they still call holy: 
faith they break, yet faith they guard! What, you ask me, must 
the Gods now will? They must will what they will not: the end of 
the Gods, their passing away, I foresee.” 
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But the moral problem at the very core of the drama needed 
even further exposition than this; and Wagner supplied that elu- 
cidation to perfection, in Young Siegfried, in the great scene of 
Alberich and the Wanderer outside Fafner’s lair in the second act. 
The dialogue is a series of forensic pleadings in which the God 
comes off second-best, for Alberich has an effective counter to 
every one of his pleadings. The long colloquy may be paraphrased 
and summarised thus: 

The Wanderer: I come to see, not to intervene. You are free, 
Nibelung, to act as you choose. 
Alberich (with a bitter laugh): 

Free, you say? Behold the shameless insolence 
of the master race! When you wrested my 
power from me did you leave me free? I am in 
a slave’s bonds; and he who bound me now 
mocks me! Ye great and wise ones stole my 
power from me. You and yours came to me 
like thieves: first you stole from me my Tarn- 
helm, then you fettered me and dragged me to 
the upper earth. I offered you, for my free- 
dom, the whole Hoard the Nibelungs had 
amassed for me; but nothing less would con- 
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tent you than my veriest own, my Ring. Was I 
“free” then to do as I would? 

The Wanderer: You were as free as you deserved to be. You call 
the Ring your veriest own because you made 
it. But from whom, fool, did you ravish the 
Gold? Was that your own? Ask the Rhine- 
Daughters! Yours is the earlier and older 
guilt: blame that if now you are unfree. 

Alberich: Shameless twister of the right! You reproach me 
with the guilt that served your ends so well? 
What I robbed from the Rhine, did you give 
it back to the Rhine-Daughters? No: you used 
it to pay the dull-witted Giants for building 
you the fortress from which you could rule the 
world in security. And now you reproach me 
for the deed that won you your power! How 
gladly would you yourself have ravished the 
Gold from the Rhine had you known how to 
smith it! But your craft did not extend that far 
at that time; now that you are older and wiser 
and you know more you chastise the guilt that 
serves you, but you yourself sin when it is to 
your advantage to do so! 

The Wanderer: Pure and guiltless were we all until the Gold was 
smithed; but the race of the Giants murdered 
each other for the Hoard, till only one re- 
mains. 

Alberich: But all that served your ends. So long as the 
Giants were slaying each other the Gods lived 
in bliss. But now that Fafner’s end is near, 
who will inherit from him? That is the ques- 
tion that eternally gnaws at you. You have be- 
gotten and cherished a race of human heroes: 
will they, like the Giants, destroy each other 
for the Ring, or will it come back to the Nibe- 
lung again? Let it once come into my hands 
and I will lead the depths to storm the heights. 
I will make better use of it than the stupid 
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Giants could do. And then, thou holy shieldex 
of heroes, tremble, for I shall be master of the 
world! 

The Wanderer: The Gods do not covet the Ring. What they gave 
away they do not take back; but one who does 
not know its power, and wins it by his own 
deed, he will deal with it in his own fashion. 

Alberich: Your sophistry does not deceive me! The heroes 
to whom you trust are beings of your own 
blood. You have raised a youth whom you are 
cunning enough to leave free to do the deed 
you dare not do yourself. 

And so on. 

Hardly anything of this magnificent dramatic give-and-take 
was carried over by Wagner later into the equivalent scene in 
Siegfried; there was no vital necessity for it there, for the spec- 
tator would already have learned most of it at first hand from the 
two preceding operas of the Ring. But now we have to piece it to- 
gether bit by bit for ourselves, whereas in Young Siegfried it is 
given us in concentrated form at the precise moment when it is 
most essential that we shall know and understand the dilemma of 
the Gods, who cannot work the good they fain would work for the 
world because their moral authority has been cankered from the 
outset by that first piece of necessary wrong-doing. 

One or two other points of difference between Young Siegfried 
and the present Siegfried may here be noted for completeness’ 
sake. 

In the former, Siegfried twice terrifies Mime, and at the same 
time demonstrates his own fearlessness, by bringing into the cave 
a wild animal he has captured — in the first instance a wolf, in the 
second a bear. It probably occurred to Wagner later that the 
rather extensive Ring menagerie might with advantage be 
thinned out a little; so he reduced the two episodes to one, dis- 
pensing with the wolf. In Young Siegfried it is no longer, as in the 
First Sketch of 1848, the forest birds in consort who direct Sieg- 
fried to Brynhilde’s rock after the slaying of Fafner, but a single 
nightingale, which becomes, however, in the final Siegfried, a 
“wood bird” of no classifiable ornithological species. And in 1851, 
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as in 1848, it is still the Giants en masse who had coveted and ob- 
tained the Ring, Fafner being the last survivor of the strife that 
had broken out among them afterwards for the possession of it. 
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In the Sketch of 1851, and in the poem of Young Siegfried 
based on this, we see Wagner coming up against one or two dif- 
ficulties that cost him a good deal of trouble from time to time, 
and which he never overcame completely. The first of these was 
the handling of the “Fearing” motive. 

We have seen him telling Uhlig, in May 1851, of a surprising 
discovery he had made — that his “Young Siegfried who wins the 
Hoard and awakes Brynhilde” has become identified in his im- 
agination with the boy in the old folk tale who “sets out to ‘learn 
what fear is’ and is so stupid that he never manages to learn”. 
What exactly does this mean? The more obvious explanation 
would be that about this time the old tale, of which he had always 
been fond, sprang up in Wagner’s memory and grafted itself on 
the Volsung legend of Sigurd. It seems equally probable, how- 
ever, that the reverse process may have taken place within him, 
that the fearing motive per se had already occurred to him in con- 
nection with the first act of his Young Siegfried and had after- 
wards linked itself up subconsciously with the tale of the youth 
who was anxious to learn what fear is but never could. 

This was only one of the many difficult problems of new motiva- 
tion and construction that confronted him when he began to 
elaborate Young Siegfried for the stage. In the poem of Siegfried’s 
Death we had been told nothing more about the hero than was 
contained in Hagen’s narration to Gunther and Gutrune in the 
first act: “From Wotan sprang Walse, and from him a twin-pair, 
Siegmund and Sieglinde; the truest of Walsungs they begat. His 
father’s blood-sister gave him birth in the depths of a forest. . .” 
There is no mention here of his upbringing by Mime, who comes, 
however, into Alberich’s later narration to Hagen: “Mime the 
false one brought up the hero in hopes to win through him the 
Hoard. A wise fool he! His trust in the Walsung cost him his life!” 
All this, and more, had now to be set visibly before the spectator in 
the first act of the new drama, Young Siegfried; and at the outset it 
confronted Wagner with some difficulties. 
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In the opening scene he makes it clear to us that after Sieg- 
mund’s death the dwarf had found Sieglinde in the forest, where 
she died giving birth to a son. She had told Mime her own name, 
but ostensibly he does not know that of the child’s father; all he 
knows, he insists, is that with her last breath the woman had told 
him that the father had died in combat, and had asked that the 
boy should be called Siegfried, “for with that name he would 
grow great and strong”. She had with her the pieces of a broken 
sword, relics of her husband’s last fight; and these Mime had pre- 
served. (Wagner fell into some confusion later with regard to 
these fragments. In Young Siegfried Mime tells the boy they had 
been given to him by the dying Sieglinde; but in the later dia- 
logue with the Wanderer, after the latter has put to Mime the 
question he cannot answer — “Who will forge the sword anew?” — 
the dwarf cries out distractedly, “Accursed steel! would I ne’er 
had stolen it!” When Wagner came to write the present Siegfried 
he failed to remove this contradiction; he still made Mime tell 
Siegfried that the fragments had been given him by Sieglinde, yet 
still retained, in the scene with the Wanderer, the lines about his 
“stealing” them). 

As the child grew up, his strength and courage had bred in 
Mime the hope that he might be trained to accomplish the deed 
for which the dwarf himself was too feeble. So he had brought the 
boy up in ignorance of everything but his foster-father and his 
cave and the nearby forest, and had tried to make him love him 
as his benefactor, to regard him as his father and mother in one. 
In this he had failed, the healthy natural instinct of the child mak- 
ing him loathe the evil dwarf and feel more companionship with 
the beasts of the forest. The dominant impulse of the boy had 
been to break away from the repulsive Mime and go out to learn 
something of the world, for which purpose he had kept on de- 
manding that a sword should be made for him out of the frag- 
ments of his father’s. Hence Mime’s perpetual problem; he can 
neither forge the sword himself, cunning smith as he is, nor think 
of anyone who can, for the high-spirited boy has disdained to 
learn the hated old Nibelung’s craft. Moreover, if by any chance 
the sword should be made, the first thing the boy would do would 
be to depart with it, which would put an end to the dwarf’s dream 
of acquiring the treasure, the Tarnhelm and the Ring, and the 
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world power inherent in them. At all costs, then, the boy must be 
kept in the cave until events somehow shape themselves in a way 
propitious to Mime’s purpose. 
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For the solution of this problem Wagner fastened on the psy- 
chological motive of fearing. When Young Siegfried opens, Sieg- 
fried has once more been pestering the dwarf to provide him 
with the sword he desires. “If I did”, asks Mime, “what would you 
do then?” “I have told you again and again”, replies Siegfried; “I 
would go out into the world to learn fearing, since I will never 
learn it here with you.” Now Mime had tried to instil fear of the 
unknown outer world into the boy in order to keep him to him- 
self for his own ends. When Siegfried goes off into the wood in a 
temper he leaves Mime in sore perplexity, says the Sketch of 1851, 
“lest he will lose him before the boy has brought him the reward 
for all he has suffered on his account. . . Now he wants to de- 
part; it is high time, therefore, to lead him to Fafner; the boy’s 
foolish curiosity to learn fearing he must make use of to egg him 
on to Fafner.” 

Wagner's doubts as to how to handle the situation are shown 
by a supplementary note he has made in the Sketch at this point. 
“Merely this motive — Siegfried feels himself now quite free of 
Mime; he will leave him and go into the world; so now he asks 
him once more for the sword. Mime, in order to retain him in the 
forest, tries to instil fear of the world in him. He paints a picture 
of one terror after another beyond the forest, and asks, “Don’t you 
feel fear?’ Argument about fearing. Mime is called upon to ex- 
plain it. He describes fear. Siegfried cannot learn it, and will go 
away at once to do so. (Mime suddenly resolves to teach him it 
himself. Fafner? Later)”. That is to say, Wagner must first have 
had the idea of bringing the action to its decisive point then and 
there; he would have Mime describe fear in detail to the boy. 
Later it occurred to him to make the dwarf give the boy the 
lesson himself, by means of Fafner; and then, still later, came the 
idea of postponing that lesson for a while — which is the meaning 
of the suggestion in brackets, “Later”. 

In the end he decided to make it “later”. Having got thus far 
in the Sketch he now introduces the Wanderer, who plays his fa- 
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mous game of questions-and-answers with the dwarf. The God’s 
final question, “Who will forge the fragments of the sword?”, 
Mime, to his dismay and terror, cannot answer. The Wanderer 
does so for him: “Know then, doomed dwarf, that only Siegfried 
himself can forge the sword. As far as I am concerned you can 
keep your forfeited head; I have no use for it. But from now on- 
wards have a care; indulge in no foolish chatter, for it may go 
badly with you if you do”. And with a laugh he leaves him. 
Siegfried now enters with the bear he has fearlessly subdued, 
which terrifies the dwarf. When he recovers from his fright, how- 
ever, he thinks he sees the solution of his problem, for at last he 
knows the answer to the question that had always baffled him — 
who will forge the sword anew? “Mime pulls himself together”, 
says Wagner in a marginal jotting: “he will make it appear that 
he has been doing something better than trying to make a sword 
himself [as the boy had ordered him to do before leaving him], — 
he has been pondering how to teach Siegfried fearing. He un- 
folds to him the plan with regard to Fafner. Siegfried accepts it.” 
And Wagner makes the dramatic and psychological point still 
clearer for us by a gleeful aside which he puts into the Nibelung’s 
mouth: “Oh clever Wanderer, see how dull-witted this bright 
sprig of humanity is; he himself puts into my hand the craft by 
means of which I will make him serve me!” He turns to Siegfried 
and offers to take him on the morrow to the dragon’s lair, where 
his desire to learn what fear is shall be gratified. Siegfried, afire 
at the delightful prospect, once more demands the sword. “It is 
not yet ready”, says Mime; “but I can tell you that you will learn 
fearing only with the sword you yourself have forged.” There- 
upon the boy brushes him aside and makes the sword himself, 
greatly to the delight of Mime, who, brewing a stupefying potion 
in a comer, gloats over the stupidity of Gods and heroes, who are 
all playing into his hands, and foresees his own winning of the 
Ring and with it world might. This brings the first act to a close. 
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This lay-out of the action was changed radically later. In the 
present Siegfried Mime’s lurid description of fear is postponed to 
a later stage. In the poem of 1851 Mime had tried to teach Sieg- 
fried fearing before his colloquy with the Wanderer, his object 
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being to prevent the impetuous boy leaving him. He argues, 
soundly enough, that without fear, and the caution it induces, ex- 
istence is impossible in the great outer world. “Without it you 
will be lost; you will meet with your father’s fate. He whose 
senses are not sharpened by fear goes about blindfolded. Danger 
lurks for you in all you do not see and do not hear. Just as steel 
has no cutting edge until it has been through the fire, so the man 
who has not been sharpened by fear is blind and deaf in the 
world; the waters will engulf him. So heed the old man’s counsel, 
foolish boy; remain in the forest.” Siegfried storms out in a pas- 
sion, warning Mime of what is in store for him if the sword is not 
ready on his return. Mime broods sadly on the bitterness of his 
lot, and the Wanderer enters. 

But in the present poem of Siegfried all this is altered. The 
Wanderer now does not tell Mime outright that it is Siegfried 
who alone can forge the sword; his parting words are these: 
“Hear this now, discomfited dwarf, Fafner’s bold vanquisher! 
Only he who has never known what fear is * shall forge Nothung 
anew. Have a care for thy wise head from now on; I leave it to 
fall to him who has never learned fearing.” This new turn of the 
phrasing led as a matter of course to further changes. In Young 
Siegfried it had been Mime himself who, having learned def- 
initely from the Wanderer that it is Siegfried who will forge the 
fragments, eggs the boy on to attempt that feat. In the later Sieg- 
fried, however, the more ambiguous message of the Wanderer 
leaves Mime in great perplexity. When Siegfried returns and de- 
mands the sword the agitated dwarf can only express his despair 
in broken mumblings. “The sword? The sword? How could I 
forge it? (Half to himself): ‘Only he who has never known fear 
can forge Nothung anew’. Too wise was I for such a work! .. . 
Where can I find good counsel? My wise head I wagered: I 
lost, and my head is to fall to ‘him who has never learned fear’.” 
He sees now that his policy with the boy has been the wrong one 
from the beginning; instead of teaching him fearing he had 
schemed to win his sole affection. That plan having failed, there is 
nothing for it now but to teach him fear. He slowly reassembles 
his scattered wits and tries another line. “For your sake”, he tells 
the boy, “I have been thinking hard, trying to discover how I 


1 Italics mine. 
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could be of greatest help to you. For your sake I have discov- 
ered what fearing is, that I might pass my knowledge on to 
you’; and he launches upon the long description of the terrors of 
the forest —the spectral lights, the roaring winds, and so forth — 
with which the spectator of Siegfried is so familiar. The boy 
merely laughs at him. Then Mime promises to take him to a ter- 
rible dragon who will teach him fearing. Siegfried begins his forg- 
ing of the sword, and Mime, aside, exults in his coming triumph 
over Alberich and the others — Siegfried having disposed of the 
dragon for him, he in turn will make an end of the ignorant boy 
with the potion he is now brewing, and make himself possessor 
of Tarnhelm, Hoard and Ring. 
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Let us now take up again the chronological threads of the evolu- 
tion of the Ring drama. 

We have seen Wagner, in May 1851, happily convinced that 
with the writing of the poem of Young Siegfried he had reached 
the end of his labours in connection with the stage lay-out of his 
big Nibelungen drama. He was soon to discover that however 
hard he might try to persuade himself that, apart from the setting 
of the two texts to music, he had now finished with the subject, it 
decidedly had not finished with him. In July he could assure Liszt 
that he was going to settle down to the musical part of his task 
“next month”, when, he hoped, his health would have taken a 
turn for the better. After making a copy of the poem of Young 
Siegfried for his own future use he presented the manuscript to 
his friend Frau Julie Ritter. In the copy he was keeping for him- 
self he made a few alterations, which Uhlig transferred to Frau 
Ritter’s copy. (This latter is now in the possession of Herr Fritz 
von Hausegger). Yet another copy —which later became the 
property of King Ludwig —he made about the same time for 
Liszt. But by now his restless imagination had evidently got to 
work afresh on the whole subject; for in September we find him 
telling Uhlig in one breath that he is about to set to work on the 


1 The ramifications of this “fearing” motive and of the difficulties Wagner 
had with it are endless. It is impossible to pursue the subject further here: 
for further light on it I can only refer the reader to my Life of Wagner, Vol. 
IJ, Chapter XVII. 
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music — which, he says, will give him little trouble, for the mu- 
sical phrases are fitting themselves to the words almost without 
conscious effort on his part,’ — and in the next that although he 
has finished the fair copy intended for Liszt it is doubtful whether 
he will send it to him just yet. 

Why that hesitation? We have the explanation of it in a letter 
of his to Liszt of the 20th November: his intensive work at the 
Nibelungen subject during the last few months, it appears, has 
made him doubt whether a simple reading of the poem of Young 
Siegfried will make it all as clear to his friend as he could wish. 
More than a month before this, in fact, the conviction had taken 
root in him that he could give the spectator an adequate idea of 
the whole scope of the myth only by prefacing Young Siegfried 
and Siegfried’s Death with two further operas, — or, in his own 
nomenclature, an opera (The Valkyrie) and a “big prelude” (The 
Rhinegold). He had broached this new scheme of his in letters to 
Uhlig of the 10th October and 8rd and 12th November. In the 
last of these, and again in the letter of the 20th November to 
Liszt, he brings out into the open, for himself and for others, 
what must have been fermenting for a long time in the depths of 
his subconscious mind. He had begun in 1848, he says, with a 
plan for a vast drama on the myth of the Nibelungen Hoard. Still 
thinking at that time in practical terms of the contemporary the- 
atre, he had condensed the enormous material as best he could 
into a single opera — Siegfried’s Death — embodying “one chief 
catastrophe” of the myth, i.e., the doom that at long last overtakes 
Siegfried and the Gods through the rape of the gold from the 
Rhine and the curse laid upon it by Alberich, certain antecedent 
matters that could not be included in the stage action being “in- 
dicated”, as Wagner expresses it, to the audience at this point or 
that in narrative. Then he had realised that there was too much 
narrative — too much “epic”, as he put it —in his drama; and to 
remedy that he had written Young Siegfried, in which some of 
these precedent matters were not merely told to the spectator but 
set visibly before him on the stage. And now, on further reflec- 
tion, he has decided on two more preliminary operas, partly in 
order to get the whole myth on to the stage in plastic dramatic 


1 “T already have the opening in my mind; also various plastic motives, such 
as that of Fafner”, he says. 
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form, partly because the more he has brooded upon the subject 
the more fascinated he has become by the possibilities it opens 
out to his imagination as poet-musician. 
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Though he could hardly have realised it to the full just then, 
this resolution was the decisive turning-point not only of the Ring 
and of his art in general but of his whole outer life. A work on 
the huge scale he now had in mind would be a pure impossibility 
in the German or any other theatre of that epoch. He was well 
aware of this, and accepted it, and all its staggering implications, 
with characteristic courage. As he put it to Liszt, the big tetralogy 
he now had in view could be produced only at some “festival” or 
other: “how and in what circumstances such a production can be- 
come possible is something I am not going to worry about at 
present”, he said blithely, “for the first thing for me to do is to 
work out my big plan, and this, if I am to give due consideration 
to my health, will take me at least three years.” The Fates merci- 
fully hid it from him that the last note of the tetralogy would not 
be written until near the end of 1874 and the whole work not 
performed until 1876, and then in a theatre of his own which he 
had somehow managed to bring into being at murderous cost to 
his happiness and his health: “every stone in that building”, he 
said to Cosima bitterly one day as they were returning from the 
Bayreuth theatre after the first festival of 1876, “is red with my 
blood and yours.” 

The practical man of the theatre in him had become critical of 
the turn that Young Siegfried had taken towards epic rather than 
drama. Siegfried’s Death had been, as the present Gotterdém- 
merung is, full of dramatic movement; it was only occasionally 
that one of the characters launched into a narration of earlier 
events, and even these passages fitted quite logically into the dra- 
matic fabric; far from holding up the action of the moment they 
helped it along and gave it greater point. But once Wagner had de- 
cided to set some of the events antecedent to Siegfried’s Death on 
the stage in Young Siegfried, the amount of material presented him 
by the various myths became an embarrassment to him. The actual 
stage action would permit of only so much; once more, as had been 
the case with Siegfried’s Death, there remained whole stretches of 
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the long story that would have to be communicated to the audience 
by means of narrative. In Young Siegfried, as Wagner must soon 
have recognised, there was comparatively little action after the 
first act, and even there a good deal of space had been taken up 
with acquainting the audience, by means of the series of ques- 
tions and answers between Mime and the Wanderer, with the 
happenings that had led up to the scene now being shown on the 
stage. In the second act the action had been halted at this point 
or that for the enlightenment of the spectator by means first of all 
of the wrangle between the Wanderer and Alberich, then by a 
long survey of antecedent events in the colloquy between the 
Wala and the Wanderer. In the third act much space had been 
taken up by Brynhilde’s acquainting the audience, via Siegfried, 
with the full story of the origin of the Volsungs, of Siegmund and 
Hunding, and of the death of Siegmund and the birth of Sieg- 
fried. 
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As has been pointed out already, Wagner had a double motive 
for deciding to replace these and other narrative episodes by a 
stage presentation of precedent events: the dramatic action 
would gain by the elimination or reduction of certain too “epic” 
elements, and the new dramas would provide him with a fasci- 
nating wealth of material for poetic characterisation and musical 
expression. Having resolved upon prefacing Young Siegfried with 
a Rhinegold and a Valkyrie he could now tighten up the action of 
Young Siegfried by taking out of the text of it a good deal of mere 
explanation. He began by shortening the scene of the exchange of 
recriminations between the Wanderer and Alberich, and then 
that between the Wanderer and the Wala. But the biggest cut of 
all was in the final scene on Brynhilde’s rock between the Val- 
kyrie and Siegfried. Some hundred and twenty lines of Bryn- 
hilde’s narration— which, in a musical setting, would certainly 
have immobilised the stage action for a dangerously long time — 
were taken out at one slice and recast, to our eternal gain, as the 
three acts of the Valkyrie. 

Having decided to complete his already double-barrelled 
scheme by writing two preliminary dramas, Wagner first of all 
drafted, apparently between the 8rd and the 10th November 
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1851, a short scenario for the Rhinegold. (For a while he could 
not make up his mind whether to give the new work that title or 
The Rape of the Rhinegold. It is obvious, by the way, that his 
first idea had been to make it an opera in three acts‘). A few days 
later he made a tentative Prose Sketch for the first two acts of the 
Valkyrie. Why he did not draft the third act then we do not 
know; it may possibly have been because in the main the details 
of it were already too clear to him for him to need to put them on 
paper, and he was more immediately anxious to get to grips with 
the Rhinegold. 

This preliminary Sketch bore the provisional title of “Siegmund 
and Sieglinde: the Chastisement of the Valkyrie”. There are a 
few small differences between the plan for these two acts and 
that of the present Valkyrie. In the latter, the Volsung sword has 
been embedded by Wotan in the tree of Hunding’s hut before the 
action opens; whereas in the Sketch, Wotan arrives in the hut 
while Hunding, Siegmund and Sieglinde are seated at the “guest 
meal”. The stranger drives the sword into the ash-tree and de- 
parts: Siegmund withdraws it, whereupon Sieglinde surmises that 
he must be, like herself, a Volsung. (Here Wagner was proceed- 
ing on the lines of the Volsunga Saga). The second act was 
planned to begin with Fricka upbraiding Wotan for his condona- 
tion of the illicit love of the twin pair; judging from a marginal 
note in the Sketch it was only later that he decided to preface 
this episode with the present one, in which Wotan instructs Bryn- 
hilde to shield Siegmund in the coming fight. When Fricka, in 
the Sketch, asserts herself as the protectress of marriage vows, 
Wotan reminds her ironically that one of her sex, Grimhilde, had 
given herself to Alberich for gold: “he inveighs against Grimhilde 
and women”. This little exchange of marital courtesies Wagner 
eliminated later, and it is not until we come to the Twilight of the 
Gods that we learn of the begetting of Hagen by Alberich upon 
Gunther’s mother, the Gibichung Queen Grimhilde. 

Wagner's bad health held him up for a time with his Rhinegold 


1 The oddest feature of this first Rhinegold sketch is that Wagner proposed 
to begin the opera with “Wotan bathing”, and in that condition learning 
from the three Rhinemaidens the peculiar virtue of the Gold. Then Alberich 
was to appear, woo the Maidens in vain, see the glowing Gold, and learn 
that it could be won only by one who forswears love. 
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plan, though in a note book he drafted various little expansions 
of his first swift scenario. But as the days went by he realised, as 
he had often done before and was often to do in the future, that 
the best cure for his bodily malaise was not rest but creative 
work; and so, as the winter of 1851/2 drew to its close, we find 
him once more immersed in his great subject. In the spring of 
1852, besides making a few jottings by way of elaboration of his 
first Valkyrie outline, he committed to paper within no more than 
eight days—from the 23rd to the 3lst March —a long Prose 
Sketch, occupying today more than sixteen large pages of print, 
for the Rhinegold. 
De 


This had been preceded by a fair amount of tentative sketching 
of certain details. A jotting on the theft of the Rhinegold had run 
thus: “Wotan knows nothing as yet of the power of the Gold. 
Fasolt and Fafner demand it as the price of the release of Freia 
(the Rhinedaughters have already said that the Giants too had 
hungered after it),’ but they [Fasolt and Fafner] do not know of 
Alberich’s rape of it. Wotan and Loge go first of all [i-e., after the 
Giants have demanded the Hoard in lieu of Freia] to the Rhine- 
daughters; here they learn what has happened, and their help is 
asked for the recovery of the Gold. Then they [the Gods] go to 
the Nibelungs. . .” Wagner is evidently puzzled, as yet, how to 
launch the work. In this jotting, though Wotan knows nothing of 
the virtues of the Gold, Fasolt and Fafner do; indeed, they have 
at some time or other wished to gain possession of it »— which is 
a last rather blurred echo in Wagner's mind from the First Sketch 
of 1848, where the action begins with the robbery of the Gold by 
Alberich, a robbery of which the Giants are aware and the conse- 
quences of which they dread. Now, in 1852, Wagner shows them 
1 This, of course, does not appear in the present poem. 

2 Two passages in the present Siegfried shew Wagner unconsciously revert- 
ing to the abandoned plan of 1848. Mime jeers at Alberich in this fashion: 
“Where now is that Ring of thine? Thou coward, the Giants wrested it 
from thee”; whereas it was not the Giants but Wotan and Loge who had 
robbed him. Again, in reply to Mime’s second question, the Wanderer says: 
“On the broad earth dwells the race of the Giants. Fasolt and Fafner, their 
princes, envied the Nibelung’s power: the mighty Hoard they won for their 


own, and with it took the Ring.” This is consistent with the original plan of 
1848 but quite inconsistent with the present Rhinegold. 
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ignorant of the fact that Alberich has acquired the Gold, though 
they themselves have lusted after it in the past. Yet while the 
Giants had known all about the Rhinegold the Gods are still ig- 
norant of it, or at any rate of the power inherent in it. In the end 
Wagner wisely deprived both Gods and Giants of pre-knowledge 
of the Gold and the Ring, and cut out his projected first scene of 
a colloquy between the Giants and the Gods and the visit of Loge 
to the Rhinedaughters, while a second jotting shows him to have 
already hit upon the right layout for his second scene — Wotan 
and Fricka, the castle completed and payment demanded, the re- 
turn of Loge with the news of Alberich’s rape of the Gold, the 
distress of the Gods over the loss of Freia, the Giants’ demand of 
the Gold, and the journey of Wotan and Loge to Nibelheim. 
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Further note-book jottings of the spring of 1852 show him grad- 
ually beating the first act of the Valkyrie into its present shape, 
though he still clings to the idea of introducing Wotan in the 
scene in Hunding’s hut and having him leave the sword in the 
ash-tree as a “guest-gift”. Wagner even makes Wotan go to sleep 
there, “after a short address of urgent warning to Siegmund, who, 
however, in the impatience of his passion [for Sieglinde] pays no 
attention to him. When Wotan appears to be asleep (in a recess 
in the background), Sieglinde enters.” Wagner’s stage sense 
made him discard all this later, though apparently it appealed to 
him for a considerable time, as is shown by a jotting in the margin 
of his first rapid sketch (of November 1851) for the first two acts 
of the Valkyrie. Opposite the passage relating to the wrangle be- 
tween Wotan and Fricka over the love of Siegmund and Sieg- 
linde, he has crammed into the margin this suggestion for an ef- 
fective riposte by the God: “Wert thou’ witness of their love? 
What knowest thou, who saw’st and heard’st them not?” The 
handwriting of this jotting seems to indicate that it was not con- 
temporary with the Sketch itself; perhaps it was added when 
Wagner, in the spring of 1852, made the further sketches with 
which we have just been dealing.’ 

1 “As I was” is implied. 
2 A facsimile of the manuscript at this point will be found in Dr. Otto Stro- 
bel’s Richard Wagner: Skizzen und Entwiirfe zur Ring-Dichtung, p. 206. 
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The beautifully written manuscript of the full Rhinegold 
Sketch, which followed next, runs to some seventeen pages of 
print, and must have been the outcome of much concentrated 
thinking during the winter of 1851 and the spring of 1852, so 
complete is it in detail, and so correspondent to the present poem. 
The variants from the latter are few. Two vital features alone of 
the ultimate poem are lacking in the Sketch: there is no reference 
to Freia’s apples as the source of the wellbeing of the Gods, and 
in the stage directions for the transition from the scene on the 
sunlit heights to that in Nibelheim there is no mention of the 
clangour of Nibelung anvils. On the other hand, Erda, when she 
rises to warn Wotan to give up the Ring, speaks in more detail 
than in the present poem. In the latter, all she says about the 
future at the point in question is: 


All that exists endeth! 
A day of gloom 
dawns for your godhood: 
I charge thee, give up the Ring! 


In the Sketch she is much more explicit: “Hear the counsel of the 
Norns that I bring thee! Ill will it fare with you Gods if you are 
false to treaties, and yet more ill if you, Wotan, keep the Ring. 
Slowly to their ending the Gods will go, but swift your downfall 
if you do not give up the Ring.” More she refuses to say, in spite 
of the God’s anguished entreaty; and there can be no doubt that 
Wagner was right in leaving the matter, for the time being, veiled 
in a certain mystery. So with the later episode in which Wotan 
greets the resplendent Walhall and bids the Gods enter with him. 
In the Sketch he says, “Thee, majestic pile, I won for myself, pay- 
ing the price with the accursed Gold. Now let the curse run its 
course; I cannot avert it, but within thy mighty walls I will gather 
round myself noble companions to uphold the world joyously 
with me. Let Dwarfs and Giants band themselves against me in 
envy and greed; there will I bring a new race into being.” And a 
little later, when Fricka asks him the import of the name Walhall, 
he replies, in the Sketch, “When those are born whom I shall 
summon thither, then will the meaning of the name be clear to 
thee.” In the present poem, however, Wagner wisely leaves the 
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future enveloped in mystery; into Wotan’s mouth he puts the stu- 
diously enigmatic words: 


What strength ’gainst my fears 
my spirit has found, 
when vict’ry is mine, 

maketh my meaning clear. 


In all such contingencies as this, Wagner could rely on his music 
for a potency of suggestion beyond the scope of words. 


29 
By this time he had manifestly decided to cast the Rhinegold 


into one-act form; and we may be sure that even when he was 
drafting the Sketch he was seeing and hearing everything in 
terms of music. In a marginal note we see him hesitating for a 
moment over the names of the three Rhine Maidens, and finally 
keeping Flosshilde and Wellgunde but rejecting “Bronnlinde” — 
which perhaps came too near to “Brynhilde” —in favour of Wog- 
linde. In the text of the opening scene of the Sketch he had 
merely specified that the swimming Maidens should sing “a joy- 
ous melody of the waves, without words”. Then, in a later mar- 
ginal note, he decided, after much scratching out, upon the half- 
words, half-nature-sounds of “Weia! Wagal Woge du Welle! 
Walle zur Woge! Waga! laweia! Wallala weia la weil”, which 
agrees as nearly as makes no matter with the song in the present 
opera. 

aes the rest, we see from the Sketch how far Wagner had trav- 
elled by now from the original scheme of 1848. There the drama 
had begun on a cosmic plane, with three primal forces — Gods, 
Giants and Nibelungs — locked in a combat upon which the 
future of the world depended. The Nibelungs aspire ceaselessly 
to power; the Giants seek only the safety of dull inaction; the 
Gods, seeing further and more nobly than the others, work for the 
making of a world in which everything shall tend towards ulti- 
mate righteousness. But in the full Rhinegold Sketch and the 
opera as we now have it the motivation of the Gods is something 
quite different. They have lost almost all their collectivity and with 
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it their cosmic grandeur. In their collective place we now have the 
single God Wotan, half human in his qualities and motives. Like 
Alberich, he is possessed by the lust for world power. In pursuit 
of his aim he is none too scrupulous; for the building of the for- 
tress that is to ensure his safety against all enemies he enters into 
a compact with the Giants which he never had any intention of 
carrying out, bartering Freia against their labour and trusting, 
when the hour of settlement should come, to the crafty and cyn- 
ical Loge to find for him a way of evading his obligation. Nor is 
his wife Fricka any less free of ordinary human weaknesses. 
When she reproaches him for the levity with which he had 
placed Freia and them all in such peril he counters with the re- 
minder that she herself had counselled him to build the castle. 
She, in her turn, rounds on him in purely human terms: Wotan is 
too fond of “ranging and changing” in the egoistic pursuit of love; 
and it was to bind him more closely to his own hearth that she 
had favoured the building of the fortress on which he had man- 
ifestly set his heart — only to find later that he had duped her 
into acquiescence, his immovable purpose all along having been 
to achieve through it domination of the world. And Fricka her- 
self, when she hears from Loge of the treasure the Nibelung has 
accumulated by means of the Ring, is all for robbing him of it to 
turn it into trinkets for feminine adornment; gladly she seconds 
the proposal that Wotan and Loge shall descend to Nibelheim 
and despoil the too fortunate gnome. 

This personalising of the force of the Gods in the single character 
of Wotan, and the humanising of him and Fricka, certainly presents 
Wagner with endless opportunities for musical expression; but it 
can hardly be denied that it deprives, for a while, the general 
scheme of the Ring drama of some of the ethical loftiness of the 
original plan. Wagner will reach his first far-foreseen ethical 
heights before the vast drama is over, but by a rather different 
route from the one he had first intended. 


80 
The full-scale Prose Sketch for the Valkyrie, made between the 
17th and the 26th May 1852, runs to twenty pages of print. It is 
mostly in the first act that it differs occasionally from the present 
poem. It shows us Wagner still bent on introducing Wotan in 


442 


THE NIBELUNG’S RING 


person in the opening scene and striking the sword into the ash- 
tree in the presence of Siegmund, Sieglinde and Hunding. But in 
a couple of marginal jottings we see him hitting on the right 
course of procedure —Sieglinde is to tell Siegmund of a mysteri- 
ous stranger who had once come into the hut and struck the 
sword into the tree. This new conception necessitated, of course, 
a re-handling of the scene in which the two Volsungs declare their 
love for each other. But it did more than that. Obviously the 
climactic point of the first act should be that in which Siegmund 
proves his Volsung blood by doing what none of the other heroes 
who had passed through the hut from time to time had been able 
to do— drawing the sword from the tree. In the Sketch this 
highly dramatic moment had come comparatively early in the 
act, just before Hunding retires to the inner chamber to sleep. 
The later plan enabled Wagner to postpone Siegmund’s acquisi- 
tion of the sword to the point at which it is most dramatically ef- 
fective — the very end of the act, when Siegmund and Sieglinde 
rush out into the forest and to freedom together. 

The end of the second act presents us with one of those curious 
instances in which Wagner, when he came to write his opera 
poem, modified the plan of the Sketch without taking sufficient 
care to eliminate all traces of the change. The reader who knows 
the Valkyrie will remember that at the end of the second act, 
after the death of Siegmund, the angry Wotan turns to Hunding 
with the words: 


Get hence, slave! 

kneel before Fricka: 
tell her that Wotan’s spear 
avenged what wrought her shame. — 
Go! Go! . 


and strikes him dead with a contemptuous wave of his hand. 
More than one puzzled spectator has probably asked himself how 
a dead Hunding could go and kneel before a living Fricka. But if 
we turn to the Sketch we find at this point: “Wotan (bitterly): 
Go hence, and tell Fricka, on whom you called for help, that you 
have been avenged by my spear”; and the God strides away in 
fury to seek out Brynhilde and punish her, leaving Hunding still 
in the land of the living. This links up, of course, with Wagner’s 
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original intention that Siegfried’s first act after the forging of the 
sword should be to track down his father’s slayer and kill him.’ 

In the final Valkyrie Sketch, as in that for the Rhinegold, we 
see once again how changed Wagner's conception of Wotan now 
is from what it had been in 1848. More and more human elements 
have gathered about Wotan in the process of concentrating the 
Gods in his person. In his dialogue with F ricka in the second act 
we find him charged by her, as he is again in the present poem, 
with a number of marital infidelities; as the poem has it: 


Thy own true wife 

thou oft hast betrayed; 

never a deep 

and never a height 

but there wandered 

thy wantoning glance; 
all the joy of change thou wouldst win thee, 
and grieved’st my heart with thy scorn. 

Sad at heart 

I saw thee forsake me, 

fly to the fray 

with the savage maidens 

whom thou in lawless 

love didst beget; 


and so on. Is this drastic humanisation of the God a final gain or 
loss to the drama? It is hard to say: it gives Wagner an opportu- 
nity to bring him nearer to us in his music, showing us the depths 


1 Discrepancies and loose ends are almost inevitable in the case of a vast 
design upon which a poet has worked for many years: changes are made at 
this point or that without the necessary adjustments being made at another. 
It was so with the Aeneid. The third Book is now in the form of a narrative 
told by Aeneas to Dido. But originally this tale of the voyage from Troy 
had been told not by Aeneas but by the poet himself, and the design of the 
Book — as, indeed, of the Aeneid as a whole — was altered later. The result 
is that it is sometimes difficult to square the course of events in the later 
Books with that suggested in the third. There are evidences, says Mr. W. F. 
Jackson Knight, “that Vergil wrote the Third Aeneid early, perhaps while 
he still designed a more historical poem than he eventually wrote, and that 
he did not finally adjust the book, either by revising it or by rewriting it, to 
the scheme which he finally chose”. (Roman Vergil, pp. 71-2). 
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of tenderness there are in Wotan’s heart for his beloved daughter, 
his second self, Brynhilde, and for the tragically fated Volsung 
race whom he had begotten in the hope that in some way of its 
own it would accomplish his frustrated will and redeem the world 
from the wrong he had brought into it; but at the same time no 
one who has studied the original scheme for the Ring can help 
feeling that something of its first grandeur and the high ethical 
impulse that brought it into the great company of the Greek dram- 
atists has gone out of it. 


31 


Working with such passionate concentration that his health suf- 
fered for it, Wagner completed the long Valkyrie poem between 
the Ist June and Ist July 1852. In most essentials it agrees with 
the present poem, though he made some changes later in the 
handling of the scene between Wotan and Fricka in the second 
act.* His damaged health made progress on the Rhinegold poem 
rather slower than he had hoped, but the task was completed be- 
tween the 15th September and the 8rd November 1852. It was 
during this time that he decided at last on the title for the huge 
drama: rejecting “Der Reif des Nibelungen” ? and “Das Gold des 
Nibelungen” he finally settled, apparently in October, on “Der 
Ring des Nibelungen, a stage-festival-play to be produced on 
three days and a fore-evening”. But his labours were still not at an 
end. The texts of Young Siegfried and Siegfried’s Death had now 
to be altered in various ways to avoid repetitions of, or clashes 
with, the course of the action as set forth in the Rhinegold and 
Valkyrie. Two episodes in Siegfried’s Death had to be re-written 
— the opening scene of the Norns and the scene of the visit of the 


1 When printing the Valkyrie poem in 1872 in the sixth volume of his Col- 
lected Works he added, at the foot of the relevant pages, the text as he had 
framed it in 1852, “before I had embarked on the musical setting”. Even in 
1852, indeed, he had re-written several passages when making a fair copy of 
the poem as it then was. Dr. Strobel gives us a facsimile of the page of the 
manuscript containing the words of Siegmund and Sieglinde at the close of 
the first act, showing the many alterations in the wording. It is rather puz- 
zling at first to find this revised page dated by Wagner “11 May” —a time 
when he was engaged not on the poem but on the Sketch. As Dr. Strobel 
points out, however, “11 May” is obviously a slip of the pen for “11 June”. 
2 “Reif” has the same meaning as “Ring”. 
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Valkyries (now cut down to one of their number, Waltraute) to 
Brynhilde’s rock. The colloquy of Alberich and Hagen in the sec- 
ond act of Siegfried’s Death had to be radically recast, and, of 
course, a new ending to that drama had by now become neces- 
sary. It was not until the 15th December 1852 that he could write 
at the bottom of the last page of his manuscript “End of the 
stage-festival-play”. 


82 


So much for the general chronological record. We have now to 
retrace our steps a little and glance at the artist Wagner in the 
process of completing his vast plan by the writing of two dramas 
to precede Young Siegfried and Siegfried’s Death. 

This enlargement of his original scheme landed him in difficul- 
ties of various kinds which he could not have foreseen. Siegfried’s 
Death had been laid out on broad lines, the protagonists of it be- 
ing to a great extent generalised, the Gods, the Giants and the 
Nibelungs confronting each other as ethical types, in the way 
they had done in the first Prose Sketch of 1848. Wotan had not 
appeared in person at all in Siegfried’s Death. Of the personalities 
who play so large a part in the present Ring only Siegfried, Bryn- 
hilde, Gunther, Gutrune, Hagen and Alberich had figured in that 
first work. Young Siegfried had added Mime, the Dragon, the Wala 
and the Wanderer. With the addition of the Rhinegold and the 
Valkyrie to the plan a number of new characters had to be created 
— Wotan in his primal form as chief of the Gods, Loge and the 
minor Gods, Fasolt and Fafner, Fricka, Siegmund, Sieglinde and 
Hunding — and appropriate dramatic settings had to be devised 
for all of them; moreover, all that these new characters did and 
said had to be brought into logical relation with the final stages of 
the drama. 

Wagner had now to make up his mind once for all as to certain 
factors which so far he had found it necessary only to treat in 
generalised fashion or refer to en passant. Here the myths could 
give him little help, for they are silent on several vital points and 
vague or contradictory on others. What, for instance, was the 
Gold that generated the Hoard? In different legends it comes into 
being and disappears again in different ways: sometimes it is as- 
sociated primarily with the waters, sometimes with a mountain or 
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a cave. Precisely how a hoard came in the course of time to be the 
Nibelung Hoard we do not know; nor do we know exactly who 
the Nibelungs were. We are no clearer as to the building of Wal- 
hall. In one myth a certain master-builder offers to build the Gods 
a fortress that will secure them against the Giants, naming as his 
price the Goddess Freia. Loge, the most crafty of the Gods, per- 
suades them to accept the offer, with the proviso that the castle 
shall be finished by the first day of summer, a feat which appears 
impossible. The master-builder, however, has a horse, Swadilfari, 
which performs miracles in the way of conveying the necessary 
stones. Only three days remain before the coming of summer, and 
the fortress is complete except for the entrance. The artful Loge 
saves the situation by turning himself into a mare, which entices 
the horse into the forest; the builder loses a day and a night in 
catching it, and so over-runs the time-clause in the contract. The 
Gods now discover that he is an enemy of theirs — a Giant, — and 
Thor disposes of him by a blow on the head with his hammer. 
The legends, in forms as naive as these, could not be of much use 
to Wagner. 

While for certain episodes of the Rhinegold and the Valkyrie 
he drew upon the Volsunga Saga, they were not presented to him 
there in a form that he could use for his drama. The Saga tells, for 
instance, of a man called Otter, so named because he was skilled 
at lying on the river bank and catching fish. One day, after hav- 
ing caught a fine salmon, he is slain by a stone thrown at him by 
Loge, who happened to be passing with Wotan and another God. 
Otter’s father, Hreidmar, demands in atonement for the killing of 
his son that the Gods, who have brought him the skin of the otter, 
shall fill and cover it with gold. The ever-resourceful Loge goes 
to the sea-goddess Ran, takes her net, and captures in a waterfall 
a pike which is in reality the dwarf Andvari, whom he deprives of 
all his gold, including a ring. Andvari lays a curse upon the treas- 
ure: it shall bring ruin on every future possessor of it. The Gods 
go to Hreidmar and proceed to cover the otter-skin with the gold; 
but Hreidmar cries out that he can still see a hair of the otter’s 
muzzle, and Wotan is compelled to part with the ring to cover the 
chink. Andvari’s curse soon begins to operate; another son of 
Hreidmar — Fafner — murders his father to gain the treasure, and 
changes himself into a Wurm so that he may lie brooding upon it 
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for ever. Once more we see that such an account as this of the 
origin of the gold and of the curse upon it, and of Fafner’s chang- 
ing himself into a dragon to guard it, could not furnish Wagner 
with more than a hint or two for the management of his drama. 


83 


It would take us too far afield, and fulfil no really useful pur- 
pose, to trace the various elements of Wagner’s Ring to their 
sources in the myths. He has been reproached for not having kept 
more closely to these. The reproach has no justification. There is 
nothing sacrosanct about the legends themselves. They do not 
form a single organic work of art in which any single mediaeval 
writer could claim a proprietary right. They are simply a collec- 
tion, or an amalgam, of stories of varying antiquity, with a touch 
here and there of the historical, as when the terrible figure of the 
Hun Attila, “the scourge of God”, who destroyed the Burgundians 
in the mid-fifth century, enters on the scene under this name or 
that. 

The three main sources for our knowledge of the story of the 
Volsungs and that of the Nibelungen Hoard are the Volsunga 
Saga, the Thidrek Saga, and the Nibelungenlied. Wagner took 
from each of them only what he needed for his own vast plan, 
and, as he was to do later with the Tristan and Parzival legends, 
condensed the material here, modified it there, and imposed his 
own ethical scheme upon it all. And out of it all he has made the 
most stupendous of dramas since the Oresteia. 

In February 1853 he printed a private edition of the four po- 
ems, and he told his friends he hoped to set to work at the music 
in the coming spring. By July 1857 he had completed only the 
composition of the Rhinegold, the Valkyrie and the second act of 
Siegfried; then he laid the work aside to write Tristan, and, later, 
the Mastersingers. In April 1863 he brought out a public edition 
of the Ring poem, with a long preface setting forth his plan and 
hopes for a “festival” performance in some new theatre or other 
built specially for that purpose. From his fellow-Germans en 
1 This imprint necessarily differed at many points from that of 1853, as 


Wagner incorporated in it the verbal alterations that had occurred to him, 
or been forced upon him, when writing his music. In the 1863 edition the 
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masse, he said, he did not expect much in the way of helping him 
to realise his ideal of music-drama; but he cherished the hope 
that some German Prince or other might come to his rescue. “Will 
this Prince be found?” he concluded. That preface was read and 
taken to heart by the ardent young Crown Prince Ludwig of Ba- 
varia, then in his eighteenth year. He made a silent vow that if 
ever it should be in his power to do so he would place the re- 
sources of the Munich Court Theatre at Wagner's disposal; and 
when he ascended the throne in March 1864 he sent for the com- 
poser, assured him an existence free from ordinary material cares, 
and urged him to complete as soon as might be the great work 
which he had had to lay aside for so long. 


34 


The composition of the Rhinegold had occupied Wagner from 
the 5th September 1853 to the 14th January 1854, the full score 
being completed on the 28th May. The Valkyrie was composed 
between the 28th June and the 27th December 1854, and the or- 
chestral score finished by the end of March 1856. The first two 
acts of Siegfried took him from the 22nd September 1856 to the 
30th July 1857, the third act from the 1st March tc the 14th June 
1869. The full score was completed on the 5th February 1871. 
The dates of composition of the Twilight of the Gods were: act 
one, the 2nd October 1869 to the 5th June 1870, act two, the 24th 
June to the 19th November 1871, act three, the 4th January to the 
10th April 1872. The full score was finished on the 21st November 
1874. 

The Rhinegold was first performed, in Munich, on the 22nd 
September 1869, with the following cast: Wotan — August Kind- 
ermann; Fricka — Sophie Stehle; Alberich — Karl Fischer; Mime 
— Schlosser; Loge—Heinrich Vogl; Donner — Heinrich, Froh — 
Nachbaur; Fasolt — Petzer; Fafner — Bausewein; Erda — Fraulein 
Seehofer. The Valkyrie followed on the 26th June 1870, the prin- 
cipal réles being cast as follows: Siegmund — Vogl; Sieglinde — 
Therese Vogl; Brynhilde — Sophie Stehle; Wotan — Kindermann; 


titles of Young Siegfried and Siegfried’s Death are definitely abandoned for 
Siegfried and The Twilight of the Gods. 
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Fricka— Anna Kaufmann; Hunding — Bausewein. Both operas 
were conducted by Franz Wiillner. 

The first public performances of the Ring in its entirety took 
place in Bayreuth, under Hans Richter, on the 13th, 14th, 16th 
and 17th August 1876, with the following casts: 


Gotterdim- 

Singer Rhinegold | Valkyrie Siegfried merung 
Betz Wotan Wotan Wanderer 
Gura Donner Gunther 
Unger Froh Siegfried Siegfried 
Vogl Loge 
Hill Alberich Alberich Alberich 
Schlosser Mime Mime 
Hilers Fasolt 
Reichenberg Fafner Fafner 
Sadler-Griin Fricka Fricka 8rd Norn 
Marie Haupt Freia Gerhilde Wood-Bird 
Jaide Erda Waltraute Erda Waltraute 
Lilli Lehmann | Woglinde | Helmwige Woglinde 
Marie Lehmann | Wellgunde | Ortlinde Wellgunde 
Marie Lammert | Flosshilde | Rossweisse Flosshilde 
Niemann Siegmund 
Niering Hunding 
Schefizky Sieglinde 2nd Norm 
Materna Brynhilde | Brynhilde | Brynhilde 
Antonie Amann Siegrune 
Reicher- 

Kindermann Grimgerde 
Johanna Wagner Schwertleite Ist Norn 
Siehr Hagen 
Weckerlin Gutrune 


OCOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHOODYOODOODDOO 
NN EEN ENE EEE 


The Rhinegold 


1 


HE First sound we hear is a long-held E flat deep down 
& in the double-basses, a primordial element, as it were, 
Y out of which the world of water represented by the 
=» Rhine will come into being by slow differentiation. At 
the fifth bar the next decisive note of the natural scale, the dom- 
inant, B flat, is added in the bassoons, and in the seventeenth bar 
the horns, in an ascending arpeggio, further add the third, G nat- 
ural. The triad of E flat major is now fully defined, and out of that 
primal substance: 


Wagner proceeds to shape the 136 bars of the prelude proper. In 
the 49th bar the addition of intermediate notes of the scale gives 
us a motive more specifically that of the Rhine itself: 


No.2 a At 


Bass: Eb 


though in the later course of the drama it will gather to itself 
other associations. In the episode of Siegfried’s Rhine Journey in 
the Twilight of the Gods, for instance, it unquestionably refers to 
the river, while as accompaniment, later in the Rhinegold, to 
Erda’s warning to Wotan, where she speaks of “the three daughters 
born to me ere the world was made”, and of her knowing all 
things that were and.shall be, the motive is manifestly associated 
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in Wagner’s mind with the primal element to which reference has 
just been made. It is one more illustration of the inadequacy of 
any one verbal label to cover all the significances which this or 
that motive originally had in Wagner's mind, or all the symbol- 
isations that clustered about it as he sank himself more deeply 
into his subject. 

The motion of the music gradually gains strength, and No. 2 
floats now upon a series of arpeggio figures: 


suggestive of waves. While the tempo of the music remains al- 
ways technically the same the sense of inner motion keeps on in- 
creasing, until the waters seem to be in full flood; and at this 
point the curtain rises. 

Through a greenish twilight, that is darker below, lighter 
above, we see the bottom of the Rhine. In the lower depths the 
waters show more as a thin, humid mist, while in the upper part 
of the scene they are waves flowing in a mighty tide from right 
to left. Through the gloom of the lower mist craggy points of 
rock are visible jutting out everywhere, while in the enveloping 
darkness great fissures are suggested. As the flood of tone surges 
up in the orchestra to the highest point it has yet attained, one of 
the Rhinemaidens, Woglinde, comes into sight, swimming in a 
graceful circle round a rock that rises from the centre of the scene, 
the slender peak of it being visible in the clearer upper waters. 

The E flat harmony that has run through the whole of the or- 
chestral prelude so far suddenly shifts over, at the 137th bar, to 
the plane of A flat as Woglinde sings a greeting to the waters: 


Wei- a! Wa- ga! Wo-ge, du Wel- le, wal-le zur Wie- ge! 
Wet- al Wa-ga! Wander, ye wa- ters, lap me and lull mel 


She is answered by the voice of her sister Wellgunde from above, 
then by that of Flosshilde; and the trio pursue each other in inno- 
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cent merriment, though Flosshilde chides the others for losing 
sight in their play of what should be the object of their constant 
care — the sleeping Gold which it is their duty to guard. 


2 
While they are laughing and sporting the Nibelung Alberich 


has emerged from a dark chasm and clambered up to one of the 
rocks; himself hardly visible as yet in the darkness, he watches 
the gambols of the Rhinemaidens with growing pleasure. He hails 
the sisters in a raucous voice; he comes from Nibelheim, he says, 
and would gladly share in their sport. The Rhinemaidens dive 
deeper, see the uncouth creature who is addressing them, recoil 
from him in disgust, and dart upward again to swim in circles 
round the central rock: it was against some such foe as this, they 
remind each other, that their father warned them. The amorous 
Alberich begs them to descend again, that he may clasp the 
slender form of one of them in his arms. The grotesque spectacle 
of this repulsive gnome in love moves them to laughter, and they 
begin to tease him, swimming within clasping distance and then 
swiftly darting out of his reach, while he clambers awkwardly 
after now one, now another of them, slipping on the slimy crags 
and gasping and sneezing as he gropes his way through the mist. 
At last he loses his temper and tells the “cold and bony fish” who 
are laughing at him to “take eels for their lovers”, since he is too 
ugly in their eyes for love. 

Hitherto his attentions have been paid mostly to Wellgunde and 
Woglinde; now Flosshilde pretends to take pity on him, and in an 
enchanting lyrical interlude, in which the insinuating beauty of 
her song draws a corresponding sweetness of response even from 
the uncouth gnome, she promises him better fortune with her 
than he has had with her sisters. She maliciously simulates the 
passion and cajoleries and gallantries of genuine love: 


Oh thy sharp-pointed glance 
and thy stiff scrubby beard, 
for ever to see and to hold! 
Might those bristles, thy curls, 
so wiry and wild, 
float round thy Flosshilde for ever! 
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And thy form like a toad, 

and the croak of thy voice, 
Oh might I, mute and amazed, 
nought else hear and behold! 


For a moment she takes him in her arms, then breaks away cruelly 
from him and swims towards her sisters, and at a safe distance the 
three burst into heartless laughter at his expense. Goaded to fury, 
he swears he will capture one of them: he clambers with terrify- 
ing agility over the rocks, trying to seize now one of the Maidens, 
now another; but always they elude and deride him. At last he 
pauses, speechless, breathless, foaming with rage, and shakes a 
menacing fist at them: 


But his attention is suddenly drawn away from them by a glow 
that spreads gradually over the upper waters, finally concentrat- 
ing itself in a dazzling gleam on the high point of the central 
peak. It is the sleeping Gold awakening, and through a gentle 
undulation of the strings we hear, in a horn, the motive of the 
Rhinegold: 


No.6 


a 
Se 


The Rhinemaidens hail the Gold joyously, and as the shimmer in- 
creases and No. 6 peals out again in a trumpet they break into a 
rapturous trio: 

No.7 


ate 
Bass; C — 
as they swim gracefully round the rock. The orchestra seems to 
bathe the scene in a bright golden light. 
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38 


The wondering Alberich asks the sisters the meaning of it all. 
They tell him what this golden glory is that floods the deeps with 
its radiance, and invite him to join them in their revels round it. 
He replies scornfully that if the Gold serves merely for childish 
games like theirs it has no attraction for him. But he would not 
talk like this, they assure him, if he knew the wonder that resides 
in the Gold: could anyone win it for his own and fashion a Ring 
from it he could make himself master of the world; and the wood 
wind give out softly the all-important motive of the Ring: 

No.8 


PAGS 5 Dodteeemret nee eee ee eee ee ee ee SG 
Because of the virtue that is in the Gold, Flosshilde reminds her 
sisters reprovingly, their father has warned them to guard it 
watchfully lest some robber seize upon it. But Wellgunde and 
Woglinde in their turn remind her of what it is that secures the 
Gold against falling into hands that may use it to work evil: only 
one who had forsworn love could forge a Ring from it; and the 
motive of Renunciation of Love is heard for the first time as they 
sing: 

He who the power 
of love forswears, 
from all delights 
of love forbears, 
alone can master the magic 
that makes a Ring from the Gold: 


Nur wer der Min = ne Macht vere sagt, nur wer der 
He who the power of love for swears, from all de- 


Bass: G Cc 


: Lie - be Lust ver - jagt, 


olights of love Sor - bears, 
ob eae 
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Secure they may be from care, then, “for all that liveth loveth, 
and no one in all creation will forswear delight of love”. And 
least of all, Woglinde adds, this languishing, lusting imp here, 
visibly racked with love; and they ironically invite him to join 
them in their laughter, for the glory of the Gold has laid a touch 
of beauty even on his hideous form. 

Soft enunciations of No. 6, followed by No. 9 in the darkest 
colours of the brass, show us what is passing through the gnome’s 
brutish mind; with his eyes fixed on the Gold he says to himself: 


The world’s wealth 

can I win for my own then through thee? 
If love be denied me, 

delights by my cunning I'll seize! 
Mock as ye willl! 

The Niblung neareth your toy! 


The Rhinemaidens scatter before him in terror as, with a supreme 
effort, he springs over to the centre rock and clambers to the sum- 
mit of it. With a demoniacal laugh he stretches out his hand to- 
wards the Gold and cries: 


Then frolic in darkness, 
brood of the waves! 
Your light lo, I put out, 
I wrench from the rock the Gold, 
forge me the Ring of revenge; 
for hear me, ye floods: 
Love now curse I for ever! 


While the terrified Rhinemaidens fly from him he tears the Gold 
from the rock and plunges with it into the depths, where he dis- 
appears from sight. 

With the rape of the Gold the whole scene is suddenly plunged 
into darkness. The waters seem to sink into the depths below, and 
from the lowest deep of all Alberich’s mocking laughter is heard. 
To a dark swirl of orchestral sound the rocks disappear in a bil- 
lowing flood of black water that seems to sink and sink unend- 
ingly. The motive of Renunciation of Love strikes across it all like 
a sinister shadow, to be succeeded by the Ring motive in a new 
and broader form: 
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No.10 


Bassoons 


By this time the waves have gradually changed to clouds, and 
these to a fine mist, which slowly disperses as an increasingly 
bright light pierces through it from behind; and as the mist fi- 


nally drifts away we see an open space on a mountain height. 


a 


Day is dawning. At one side of the scene are Wotan and his 
wife Fricka, both asleep on a flowery bank. As the light grows 
stronger there becomes visible, on the top of a cliff in the back- 
ground, a majestic castle with glittering battlements; between 
this and the foreground where Wotan and Fricka recline we are 
to suppose the broad Rhine to flow. 

From the orchestra the noble Walhall motive wells up in soft 
harmonies in trombones and tuba, with an occasional trumpet 
fanfare pealing out: 


No.1 


p dolcissimo 


Bass: Oh suet Db Dbab Db 


The conclusion of the motive: 


No. 12 


is in the same rich colours. An immense peace seems to brood 
over the scene. 

Wotan is dreaming blissfully of the splendid castle that has 
been built for him, a stronghold from which he sees himself, in 
imagination, ruling the world in unassailable might and to his 
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own eternal glory; through the tissue of his dream, however, the 
theme of the Ring (No. 10) winds softly in the ‘cellos. F ricka 
shares none of her spouse’s illusions about the matter: she rouses 
him from what she calls his “deceptive dream” and exhorts him 
to take thought for the realities of the situation as it is bound to 
shape itself soon for him and herself and the other Gods. But for 
the moment reality has no meaning for the ecstatic, power-drunk 
dreamer. Raising himself slightly he catches sight of the majestic 
stronghold across the river, which he apostrophises: “°Tis com- 
pleted, the everlasting work! There on the mountain top stands 
the citadel of the Gods with its stately soaring walls. In dreams I 
conceived it; my will called it into being; strong and fair it stands, 
fortress proud and peerless!”; and the trumpet hails it also with a 
final solemn gesture of its own. 

But Fricka tells him that what makes his heart glow with pride 
of possession fills hers with dread. The fortress is indeed there, 
but the price has yet to be paid. The grave motive of Wotan’s 
Treaty with the Giants, that has been engraved in runes on the 
God's spear: 


Cellos & Basses in 8VES 


is heard in ’cellos and basses as she reminds him of his compact: 
Freia, the Goddess of youth and beauty and health and charm, 
had been promised to the Giants in payment. The infatuated 
Wotan waves her cares aside. Let her not fret over the price to 
be paid, he tells her; that is his affair — though manifestly he had 
hardly given it a serious thought, trusting to Loge, the nimble- 
witted and none too scrupulous God of fire, to solve his problem 
for him when the hour of reckoning should come. Fricka over- 
whelms him with reproaches for his levity: without ever consult- 
ing her and the other Gods he had callously bartered her sister 
Freia for the gratification of his lust for power. 

Wotan ripostes that Fricka herself had been in favour of the 
building of the castle, and she explains why — heavy at heart over 
her spouse’s infidelities she had thought to bind him to hearth 
and home by means of this splendid toy on which his heart had 
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been set; and her sorrow finds expression in the gracious motive 
> 
of Love’s Enchantment: 


Herr - li - che Woh-nung, won- ni ~ ger Haus-rat soll - ten dich 
Hails great and glo-rious, gra-ces of homelife, thesemight ene 


bin - den zu sdu-men-der Rast, 

-tice thee to take here thy reste 
But now, she continues, she sees that she has been mistaken; 
Wotan’s one thought had been and is for power. With a smile, 
echoing ironically the gracious line of No. 14, he admits his 
double-dealing. “Ranging and changing” is his delight, as it is 
that of all who love, and he cannot desist from it; but if henceforth 
he is to be confined to his home, at least it shall be one from 
which he can subject the whole world to his rule. Again she re- 
proaches him for his heartlessness in sacrificing love — here the 
orchestra breathes softly the melody of No. 9—for “the tawdry 
toy of empire and power’. The consummate casuist replies that to 
win her own love in days gone by he had forfeited an eye, so that 
her present reproof is unjust. In any case, it is because he prizes 
woman and woman’s love so much that he will not resign Freia 
to the Giants; never, indeed, had that been his intention, he as- 
sures her. 


5 


A quickening of the tempo and a succession of urgent figures 
in the orchestra suggest hurried action behind the scenes. Fricka, 
looking off the stage, bids Wotan save Freia now, “for, defence- 
less and in grief, hither she hastens for help”. Freia enters, as if 
in flight, to a motive that will always be associated with her later: 


(The segment of this marked A has been a source of much trouble 
to the analysts. They have dubbed it the motive of Flight, because 
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it occurs now and later in some sort of connection with that idea. 
But we meet with it also in Wagner in quite other connections; 
and the truth seems to be that it was a musical tic into which he 
was inclined to fall on various occasions, sometimes, as here, with 
a specific purpose, sometimes without any ). 

In distracted tones Freia calls on Wotan and Fricka to save her, 
for Fasolt is hard on her heels for the payment promised to the 
Giants. “Let him threaten”, says Wotan tranquilly; “saw’st thou 
not Loge?” Fricka scornfully upbraids him for putting his trust 
in that trickster; he has already done the Gods much harm, yet 
always Wotan is caught in his snares. Still tranquilly sure of him- 
self, the God replies that his only need for and his only use of 
Loge are in cases like the present one, where wisdom fails and 
craft and guile alone will succeed; when Loge had counselled 
him to make his compact with Fasolt and Fafner he had prom- 
ised to find him a way to cheat them out of Freia; and Wotan still 
has faith in the cunning rogue. 

Freia calls desperately on her brothers Donner and Froh to 
come to her aid now that even Wotan has abandoned her. “They 
who wove this net of treachery about thee”, Fricka tells her som- 
brely, “have all forsaken thee now!” At this tense point in the 
action Fasolt and Fafner enter, men of rough aspect and gigantic 
stature; their heavy tread and lumbering gait are depicted in their 
characteristic motive: 


No. 16 Pesante 


Quietly and patiently, for he feels he has right on his side, Fasolt, 
who is throughout of a milder nature than his brother, uncouth 
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‘yet not essentially evil, brutish yet not brutal, states their case to 
Wotan. With endless toil, heavy stone they have piled on heavy 
stone, and now the fortress stands there, resplendent in the light 
of day: “pass thou in, and pay our wage!” What that wage is 
Wotan knows — “Freia the fair one, Holda the free one; * the bar- 
gain is that she goes home with us twain.” Wotan contemptuously 
rejects the demand: “Crazed must ye be to talk of that bond! 
Other payment ask: Freia is not for sale!” Through all this con- 
versation, of course, run the motives of the Treaty (No. 13) and 
Freia (No. 15). 


6 


Fasolt is for a moment speechless with amazement; then he asks 
the God if the solemn runes of treaty engraved on his spear are 
nothing more than a sport to him. The more realistic Fafner turns 
to his brother with a sneer: “My trusty brother, see’st thou not, 
fool, his deceit?” He sings the words to a phrase that is simultane- 
ously outlined by the orchestra in this fashion: 


This is obviously a broadened version of a motive associated later 
with Loge (No. 23 below). That Wagner should employ it as he 
does here is one of several indications that when he was writing 
the Rhinegold he was not yet fully master of his new method of 
constructing his musical fabric out of leading motives; he was 
sometimes inclined to introduce them without reasons that we can 
now regard as valid. It is true that Wotan had relied on the guile 
of Loge to get him out of his difficulty on the day of reckoning; 
but as Fafner knows nothing of all this there seems to be no justifi- 
cation for the Loge motive to be anticipated here in connection 
with the Giant’s remark to his brother. Wagner is obviously speak- 
ing to us here not as dramatist but in propria persona, telling us in 
the audience something he knows and feels we ought to know. 
Fasolt solemnly warns Wotan of the consequences of a breach 
1 Holda is another name for the Goddess of youth in the mythologies. Wag- 


ner here plays antithetically upon the two names and adjectives — “Freia, 
die Holde, Holda, die Freie.” 
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of faith on his part. “What thou art”, he reminds him, “art thou 
only in virtue of treaties by which thy power is defined. We in our 
turn are bound to thee in peace. Cursed be all thy wisdom, perish 
all peace between us, if, no more open, honest and free, thou 
breakest the troth thou hast plighted.” The Treaty motive (No. 
18) here takes a slightly different form in Fasolt’s mouth, and 
Wagner makes the ’cellos and basses imitate the vocal line at a 
time-interval of a minim: 


No.18 weisst du nicht of = fen, echr-lich undfrei Vere 
If no more 0 = pen, hone-est and free, thou 


- tra - gen zu wah - ren die Trew’! 
break - est the ie aI thou hast made. 


ie 


It is not over-fanciful to assume that he intended to imply by this 
thematic dualism that the treaty was a bilateral one, for in order 
to force the accompanying orchestral part on our attention Wag- 
ner has marked it “staccato but with decision”. 

These, Fasolt concludes, are the words of a simple-minded Gi- 
ant; “do thou, wise one, mind our words!” But Wotan waves the 
admonition airily aside: 


How sly to take in earnest 

what but in sport was agreed onl! 
The beauteous Goddess, 
sweet and bright, 

what need ye louts with her grace? 


Fasolt turns on him in anger. Is Wotan mocking them? he asks. 
“Ye who by beauty reign” (here the violas give out a soft rem- 
iniscence of the motive of Love’s Enchantment), “ye, the regal, 
radiant race, yearn like fools for a fortress of stone, bartering for 
it woman’s grace and charm. We dullards sweat with toil-hard- 
ened hands to win us a woman who, winsome and sweet, shall 
smile on our homestead; and now ye would break your own 
bond!” As Fasolt speaks of the charm of woman Wagner indulges 
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himself in a stroke worthy of Mozart, who loved his characters so 
much and was so completely one with each of them at the mo- 
ment he was describing him that he could not touch the hum- 
blest and awkwardest of them without a caress: Wagner here lays 
the gentlest of hands on the uncouth Giant who has a strain of 
tenderness in him: 


No.19 


But the brutal Fafner strikes in with his usual realism. Why ar- 
gue with these Gods? he asks his brother contemptuously. What, 
after all, is Freia to Fasolt and himself except as a means of put- 
ting pressure on the Gods? For it is they who need her most. In 
her garden grow golden apples: 


No.20 3 


Gold’- ne Ap - fel wachsenin ih - rem Gar - ten 
Gold = en ap.- ples bloom with-in her gare den 


which she alone knows how to tend. They bestow on her kindred 
everlasting youth; without them —and here No. 20 takes on a 
darker tinge in bassoons and horns: 


No. 21 


the Gods will grow old and weak and waste away. Therefore let 
the Giants wrest Freia ruthlessly from this arrogant, faithless 
race. 


i 


Fear begins to take possession of Wotan. “Why tarries Loge so 
long?” he asks in an anxious aside. To the Giants he says, “Demand 
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another wage!”; but Fasolt refuses, and he and Fafner make to 
seize Freia, who runs, crying for help, to her brothers Donner and 
Froh, who have now entered hastily. Froh throws a protecting 
arm round her, and Donner, the god of thunder, stands in the way 
of the Giants, brandishing his hammer and threatening to pay 
them in a coin for which they had not bargained. Freia wails 
“Woe’s me! Woe’s me! Wotan forsakes me!”. Wotan, now thor- 
oughly sobered, stretches out his spear between the disputants 
and bids Donner stay his hand. Force will not avail, he tells him, 
the treaty is engraved in runes on his spear-shaft, and he is bound 
by it. As he turns away in anger and disgust and with a secret fear 
in his heart he sees Loge approaching, coming up from the valley 
at the back. He is heralded by various motives associated with 
him at one time or another as the God of Craft: 


No 


22 . 
Animato 


and the God of Fire: 
No.24 4nimato — 


Wotan reproaches him for his delay in bringing news of the er- 
rand with which he had been entrusted — to find some means by 
which the fatal compact with the Giants could be evaded. Loge 
raises his hands in cynical protest: what compact had he ever en- 
tered into? It was Wotan who had pledged his word. For Loge 
himself is hardly one of the Gods, so different is he from the oth- 
ers. Donner and Froh, he says, dream of hearth and home, Wotan 
of the stronghold sure which he has now obtained (here the 
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stately Walhall motive surges up in full in the orchestra), thanks 
to Fasolt and Fafner having carried out their part of the compact. 
As for himself, he lives in another element and is subject to none 
of the limitations of the other Gods; a restless, elusive spirit of 
fire, he sweeps homeless through the world, wandering wherever 
his fancy leads him. 

Wotan reproves his flippancy. If he has been deceiving him all] 
this time, he says, let him beware, for Wotan is his only protector 
among the Gods, who like not the vagrant and his shifty philoso- 
phy. Well he knows that when the Giants named Freia as the 
price of their labour Wotan would never have consented but for a 
promise by Loge that he would find a means to evade that article 
of the bond. To the constant accompaniment of the volatile mo- 
tives associated with him Loge protests that all he had sworn was 
that he would ponder upon the problem: 


But that I'd find thee 
some sure way forth 
where no way lies, 
could I such promise lay on meP 


The other Gods are revolted by his heartless cynicism: Fricka 
turns to Wotan with an angry reproach that he should ever have 
placed faith in this treacherous knave: Froh tells the God of Fire 
that he should be called “not Loge but Liige” (“lies”): Donner, 
with a threatening gesture, swears he will put out his light: on all 
which Loge’s sole comment is a contemptuous 


Their disgrace to cover 
the gross fools curse mel 


Wotan steps between them as peacemaker. Let them not af- 
front his friend Loge, he says diplomatically. “Ye know not his 
wiles; the slower he is to give his counsel the craftier it always is.” 
But at a peremptory demand from Fasolt and Fafner for payment 
of their wage he calls on Loge to explain where and why he has 
lingered so long. The elusive one launches into the long scena 
known as “Loge’s Narration”, a gracious lyrical inset in an action 
that has latterly been carried on mainly on the lines of dramatic 
dialogue. Mockingly he reminds them that it is always his lot to 
get scant praise for what he does for them. The Freia motive (No. 
15) takes on a particular grace and sweetness: 


465 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


No. 2 — 
? Dolce 3 p! 


as he tells how unceasingly he had searched through the world for 
a ransom for her that would be likely to satisfy the Giants. But all 
had been in vain: nowhere in the wide world, in water, earth or 
air, had he found anything that man valued more than woman’s 
love; for nothing would anyone renounce it. But at last he had 
heard of one who had cast it aside in scorn, and that for gold. The 
sorrowing children of the Rhine had told him how the Nibelung 
Alberich, having sought their favours in vain, had abjured love 
and robbed them of the Gold with a curse; and they had implored 
Loge to carry the tale of their loss to Wotan and beg him to pun- 
ish the thief and return the Gold to the waters from which it had 
been ravished. 


8 


It is at this point that Wagner begins to develop real mastery of 
the new system of leading motives with which he had endowed 
opera. So far he has employed his motives in more or less literal 
reproductions of them in their primary form — which was, indeed, 
to be expected, for as yet everything connected with the drama is 
in its primary stage of simple exposition, and his first task had 
been to define the melodic and harmonic and rhythmic shapes by 
which characters and things were to be identified. But now, when 
the action begins to be more subtilised, corresponding subtilisa- 
tions of his thematic material are called for; and we see Wagner 
taking the first steps towards that psychological variation of the 
leading motives of the Ring that was to find its consummation, 
twenty years later, in the Twilight of the Gods. We see him be- 
ginning with the motive of the Rhinemaidens’ song (No. 7). 
When Loge tells how “the lustrous children of the Rhine poured 
out their lament to me” the opening chords of No. 7 undergo this 
harmonic transformation: 


No. 26 


; THE RHINEGOLD 
while at the words “For the glittering toy thus torn from the 
deep the Maidens are ever moaning” another harmonic change 
gives the motive, which in the beginning had been so symbolical 
of primal innocence and joy, a still profounder poignancy: 

No. 27 


FE 
A little later in the Narration the smooth thirds of the Ring mo- 
tive (No. 8) take on a darker tinge and a sharper edge: 

No, 28 


Loge ends his story with a complacent and ironic assurance 
that he has now kept his promise to the Rhinemaidens to tell the 
story of their grief to the Gods. Wotan turns on him angrily: “My- 
self thou seest in need; what help have I to give to others?” But 
the story has struck deep into Fasolt and Fafner. “This Gold I be- 
grudge the Nibelung”, the former mutters; “much wrong he ever 
has wrought us, but always the dwarf has slipped away from our 
hold.” “Some new mischief he will brew for us”, replies Fafner, “if 
through the Gold he wins power.” He asks Loge what is the great- 
ness inherent in the Gold that the Nibelung lays such store by 
the possession of it. To the accompaniment of the Rhinemaidens’ 
melody in its first innocent form, Loge tells him that when sleep- 
ing in the waters it is merely a toy, serving the laughing children 
of the deep for sport, but should it be rounded to a Ring it will 
confer measureless might on its possessor and give him dominion 
over the world. 

“Rumours of this I already have heard”, says Wotan reflectively, 
fitting the news into the pattern of his own thoughts. Fricka takes 
her own feminine view of it: would the golden toy, she asks Loge 
softly, serve as well for the adornment of women? More than that, 
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replies the crafty God; she who possessed the golden trinkets 
which now the Nibelungs, slaves to its power, are making, could 
ensure her husband’s faithfulness to her. She turns to Wotan, and, 
to the gracious strain of the Freia motive, says cajolingly, “Oh 
would that this Gold my consort could win!” 

Unwittingly she has given utterance to Wotan’s own secret 
thought. The Rhinegold motive (No. 6) peals out softly in the 
trumpet, then in quiet horn tones, as he says, half to himself, “To 
win the power contained in this Ring seems to me wise!” He asks 
Loge how the circlet can be made. Only by a magic rune, he is 
told; no one knows that rune, and none can learn it save by for- 
swearing love. Wotan turns away in ill humour at this, and Loge 
remarks ironically, “That is not to thy liking! And indeed thou art 
too late. Alberich did not delay. Fearlessly he won him the magic 
spell, and already he has made the Ring.” 


9 


The Gods are aghast. “Slaves shall we all be to the dwarf”, says 
Donner, “if the Ring be not wrested from him.” “The Ring I must 
have!” Wotan cries; while Froh is sure that now it is made it can 
be won easily without any of them forswearing love. Easily 
enough, replies Loge harshly: “by theft! What a thief stole,” he 
explains to Wotan, “steal thou from the thief. Could aught be 
simpler? But Alberich guards himself with weapons of craft; 
shrewd and wary wilt thou have to be to overreach him and re- 
turn the lustrous Gold to the Maidens whose cry for it goes up to 
thee.” “Return it to the Maidens?” Wotan repeats incredulously; 
while Fricka sees no need to consider “that brood of the waves, 
who, to my grief, have lured many a man to their lair by their 
wiles.” Silence falls upon the Gods; each of them, for reasons of 
his own, is ready to be an accomplice in the wresting of Gold and 
Ring and power from Alberich; but Wotan still shrinks from 
achieving that end by wrongdoing. 

Their puzzled brooding is broken in upon roughly by the Gi- 
ants. Fafner now lusts after the Gold not only because of the men- 
ace that Alberich’s possession of it constitutes for them, but for its 
own sake. But to his brother he does not disclose all that is in his 
mind. He plays on what he knows to be Fasolt’s weakness: the 
glittering Gold, he tells him, will serve them even better than 
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* Freia, for it too will bestow eternal youth on whoever makes the 
magic of it his own. Fasolt, as the upsurge of the motive (No. 20) 
of Freia’s apples in the orchestra indicates, finds it hard to give up 
the gracious Goddess on whom his rough heart has been set; and 
his demeanour shows that he is yielding to Fafner against his will. 
They lumber together towards Wotan, accompanied by the char- 
acteristic No. 16, and Fafner tells him the decision they have come 
to. They will not insist on Freia: an easier quittance of the debt 
will content them — “for us rough Giants the Nibelung’s red Gold 
will do”. 

Wotan protests feebly: “Are ye mad? How can I give you what 
is not my own?” “With toil and moil”, rejoins Fafner, “we built 
thee thy fortress. To subdue Alberich has always been beyond the 
power of us dull ones; but for you Gods it will be easy to master 
him by superior strength and guile.” This is not to Wotan’s liking: 
is he to conquer the Nibelung, he asks them all, half indignantly, 
half despairingly, only to satisfy the demands of this shameless 
pair? He sees now the net of his own careless duplicity beginning 
to close in on him. Freia he had never intended to give up, trust- 
ing to Loge’s craft to find him a way out of his compact. His mo- 
tive in making it had been to acquire a fortress from which he 
could hold sway over the world, bending both Giants and Nibe- 
lungs to his will. Another way of achieving that end has just been 
disclosed to him by Loge — the seizure of the Gold from Alberich, 
who will certainly use it to make himself master of the world; and 
no sooner has this way to the achievement of Wotan’s purpose 
been pointed out to him than the Giants present him with his orig- 
inal dilemma in another form; he must give up either Freia or the 
Gold. 

Fasolt breaks the tension by roughly drawing Freia to his side 
and bidding her come with them until the ransom is paid. Till 
nightfall, say the Giants, they will hold her as pledge; if when 
they return the Gold is not there for them, Freia will be forfeit. 
Screaming for help she is dragged away, and to graphic descrip- 
tive music in the orchestra Loge describes to the others how the 
rough pair stride away over stock and stone through the valley and 
across the Rhine by a ford, with the fair Goddess slung across 
their shoulders. 
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A change comes over the scene; a pale mist spreads over the 
stage, becoming gradually denser. The Gods look old and wan: in 
the orchestra the motives associated with Freia take on more som- 
bre tints. At first only the cynical, detached Loge can find words 
for what is in the thoughts of all of them: they seem sick and with- 
ered, he tells them, the bloom has fled from their faces, dimmed is 
the light of their eyes; Froh’s high courage has left him; Donner’s 
arm is too feeble to hold up his great hammer; and Fricka — is she 
not grieving for Wotan, now grown old and grey in a trice? He 
sees it all: nothing of Freia’s golden apples have they eaten today, 
the apples that renew their youth and strength; and now the God- 
dess herself is ravished from them, and without her the branches 
of the tree will droop and the decaying fruit fall to the ground. 
Loge does not spare them in their misery. He himself, he tells 
them, suffers nothing of all this; Fricka, who likes him not, has 
ever been sparing of the delicate fruit to him, nor does he miss it 
as they do, for by nature he is at best only half a God. But for the 
others the hour of doom has sounded, and the Giants know it and 
are calculating on it: “lacking the apples, old and grey, haggard, 
hoary, withered, the scorn of all the world, the race of the Gods is 
passing away.” 

Fricka’s voice is raised in weary lament: 

No. 29 


Wo -tan, Ge-mahl! un - sel’- ger Mann! 7% Sieh, wiedein 
Wo - tan, my lord! un= hap-py man! See how thy 
Bass: @ 


Leicht-sinn lach-end uns al - len Schimpf und Schmach er-schuf! 
thoughttess  tri-flinghas shaped us this dis- grace and shame! 


Her reproach rouses Wotan. Starting up as a resolution suddenly 
shapes itself in his mind he bids Loge come with him to Nibel- 
heim, where they will seize the Gold. Loge plays cruelly with him 
once more: he is going, then, after all, in answer to the prayer of 
the Rhinemaidens, to whom he intends to return the Gold? Wo- 
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tan furiously bids him hold his peace. The Rhinemaidens do not 
concern him; all that matters is the ransoming of Freia. Loge 
suavely consents to go with him: “shall we descend to Nibelheim 
straight and steep through the Rhine?” “Not through the Rhine!” 
replies Wotan. “Not through the Rhine?” Loge echoes ironically, 
for he knows the God’s reasons for not wishing to meet the Maid- 
ens now: “then swing we ourselves through the sulphur cleft there 
yonder; slip down it with me!” He disappears in a fissure at the 
side of the stage, from which a sulphurous vapour immediately 
rises. Wotan follows him, telling the others to wait there until eve- 
ning, when he will return with Freia’s ransom. 


ll 


The long descriptive orchestral piece that accompanies the 
change of scene depicts the course of the two Gods to Nibelheim, 
and is necessarily constructed at first out of such motives as that 
of Loge and that of Alberich’s Renunciation of Love (No. 9), the 
latter now in ominous dark brass colours. Then we hear what is 
generally described as a reminiscence of a figure: 


No. 30 


ONS. 2G RS eS ee eS ay 
(Ee) eee ee EP eae 
9. 2 v . SSRs 5 
v, —S—s 


which, in the opening scene of the opera, had expressed the 
gnome’s anger and despair over his repulse by the Rhinemaidens. 
In the form it now takes: 

No. 3! aS 


it becomes a motive, usually labelled that of Servitude, which is 
put to important uses later. There is no necessity, however, to as- 
sume any hard-and-fast connection, on Wagner's part, between 
No. 30 and No. 31. A semitonal descent of this kind — naturally ex- 
pressive of a wail or moan — appears in his works in all kinds of 
associations. 
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A figure that immediately follows No. 31 is usually described by 
the analysts as a development of the so-called Flight motive (No. 
15 A), though just why this concept should be drawn upon here 
is not explained. We are on surer ground when we hear the Rhine- 
gold motive (No. 6) in the bass trumpet, and then a hammering 


figure: 


which we have already heard in Loge’s Narration, at the point 
where he had told the other Gods of “the toiling dwarfs, slaves to 
the power of the Ring, who are smithing the Gold for Alberich”. 
As with so many of Wagner's motives, this can be labelled in more 
than one way: primarily, as its rhythm implies, it describes the 
frenzied hammering of the enslaved dwarfs, and so constitutes 
what may be called a Smithing motive per se; and later in the 
Ring, as in the scene in Siegfried in which the hero forges his fa- 
ther’s sword anew, Wagner employs it in this generalised sense. 
But in so far as the hammering is done in the Rhinegold by the 
Nibelungs the figure can with equal legitimacy be taken as their 
characteristic motive. It is an admirably malleable piece of musi- 
cal material; it easily passes from the primarily rhythmical to the 
harmonic, and as easily combines with other motives, as in the 
following example at the point we have now reached: 


No. 33 


where, in the lower part, the lament of the enslaved Nibelungs is 
heard piercing through the rhythm of their hammering. 

We can coldly dissect this orchestral interlude for purposes of 
anatomical demonstration, but it is an organic musical structure, 
developing according to its own laws at the same time that it tells 
in graphic form the story of the Gods’ journey. After Wotan and 
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Loge have plunged into the fissure and disappeared from our sight 
a sulphurous vapour spreads rapidly over the stage in dense 
clouds. These ascend for a while, ultimately revealing a dark, solid 
rocky chasm which appears to be moving continuously upward, 
creating in the spectator the illusion that the stage is sinking 
deeper and deeper. Wotan and Loge, still unseen by us, are evi- 
dently nearing Nibelheim: a dark red glow becomes visible at 
various points in the distance, and on all sides we hear the clang 
of smithing: at the point denoted by our No. 33 the purely musical 
texture is reinforced by the smithing rhythm hammered out on 
eighteen anvils behind the scenes. The din increases, rising to a 
climax, and gradually dies away; and at last our eyes distinguish a 
great subterranean cavern that opens out on all sides into narrow 
shafts. 


12 


To graphic orchestral figures Alberich now appears, dragging 
his shrieking brother Mime out of one of the clefts in the rock. 
Mime, most skilful of smiths among the Nibelungs, has been try- 
ing a little sharp practice. Alberich has the Ring, which gives him 
the power to force his fellow-gnomes to tear the Gold out of the 
bowels of the earth for him. But what if Mime, whose cunning he 
knows well, should decoy him into some trap or other, or rob him 
of the Ring when he is asleep? To guard against this, Alberich has 
ordered him to make him a helmet which, he hopes, will enable 
him to be everywhere and at all times among his slaves, himself 
unseen, keeping them to their work, and secure against surprise 
when he sleeps. He knows, or strongly suspects, that Mime’s craft 
has been equal to the task, but that he is concealing the Tarnhelm, 
hoping to use it himself to overcome his stronger brother. So now 
Alberich is urging the dwarf, with threats and blows, to give it up 
to him. Between his shrieks for mercy Mime makes stumbling ex- 
cuses: the work is indeed finished, he admits, but he has been 
holding it back to see if it can be improved upon in any way. In 
his fright he lets the little piece of delicate metal work fall from 
his hand. Alberich pounces on it and examines it closely: it is the 
Tarnhelm, the characteristic motive of which, charged with mys- 
tery, is given out softly by the muted horns: 
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It is quoted here in its full form. Only the first half of it is breathed 
by the orchestra as Alberich takes the work in his hand and stud- 
ies it critically: the second section, from A onwards (where we 
see the so-called motive of Servitude in the upper part), appears 
a little later, when he places the object on his head and tests its 
powers by murmuring a spell: “Night and darkness — nowhere 
seen!” At once, to Mime’s astonishment, Alberich disappears, only 
a cloud of vapour appearing where he had been standing. “Where 
art thou? I see thee not!” says Mime. “Then feel me, idle rogue!” 
replies Alberich; and we see the dwarf writhing under the blows 
from an invisible scourge. 

Sure of himself now, Alberich, still invisible, imperiously apos- 
trophises the Nibelung hordes: let them all kneel to him as their 
master, for now everywhere, at all times, himself unseen, he will 
be among them, keeping them to their work; slaves will they be to 
him for ever. The column of vapour that is Alberich disappears to- 
wards the back of the stage, and we hear his roaring and cursing 
receding into the distance; howls and shrieks come from the lower 
depths and die away from point to point as he makes his way fur- 
ther through the earth; and the hammering Nibelung rhythm in 
fortissimo combination with the Servitude motive (as in No. 83) 
tells us that the cowed slaves are being driven with a scourge to 
their work. 

Mime has sunk to the ground in pain and terror; there, groan- 
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ing and wailing, he is found by Wotan and Loge, who now enter 
on the scene from one of the clefts. Loge sets the whimpering 
dwarf on his feet again, and he tells them his sad story — how his 
brother Alberich had forged a Ring from the ravished Rhinegold 
and subdued the whole race of Nibelungs, who had once been so 
innocently happy working for themselves and making trinkets and 
toys for their womenfolk. Now this brutal brother of his has made 
vassals of them all: by virtue of the Ring he senses where gold 
lies, and for him they have to trace and track it, and dig and melt 
it, and cast it into bars and heap it in mounds. Mime he had com- 
pelled to make for him a magic helm, knowing the properties of 
which he, Mime, had intended to keep it for himself, to escape 
from servitude, and, perhaps, seize the Ring and so have Alberich 
in his power. But alas, though his craft was equal to making the 
object he did not know the spell that alone could animate it; and 
so it is now Alberich’s, who had scourged him cruelly and van- 
ished from his sight: “such thanks for my toil, poor fool, I won!” 
The opening words of Mime’s narrative are accompanied by a fig- 
ure in thirds in the bassoons: 


which will be used later by Wagner (in Siegfried) to depict the 
dwarf once more brooding upon the problems that confront him. 
It is generally referred to as the motive of Reflection. 

The newcomers laugh at the lament of the grotesque little fig- 
ure. This perplexes him, and he looks at them more attentively. 
Who are they? he asks. Friends, they assure him, who have come 
to set the Nibelungs free. But just then Alberich is heard ap- 
proaching, and Mime runs hither and thither in helpless terror: 
“have a care”, he tells them, “for Alberich nears.” “Here will we 
await him”, says Wotan tranquilly. He seats himself on a stone; 
Loge leans by his side. To the dual strains of No. 83 Alberich en- 
ters, now in his own shape again, with the Tarnhelm hung on his 
girdle, driving before him, with a whip, a multitude of Nibelungs 
who run up from the cave below: they are laden with gold and 
silver work of all kinds, which, under the compulsion of the whip, 
they pile up in a huge mound. Suddenly Alberich catches sight of 
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Wotan and Loge and halts suspiciously. With his scourge he drives 
Mime into the mass of the other Nibelungs, bidding them all get 
on with their tasks. He draws the Ring from his finger, kisses it, 
and stretches it out threateningly towards them as the orchestra 
gives out the Ring motive followed by that of Servitude: 


col 84 bassa 


Loitering yet? 
Linger ye stillP 
Tremble in terror, 
down-trodden host! 
Quick to obey 

the Ring’s great lord! 


The gnomes, Mime among them, scatter in all directions, howling 
and shrieking, into the shafts. 


13 


Alberich scans the intruders warily and asks who they are and 
what they are doing here. Wotan tells him that they have come to 
see for themselves the wonders that have reached their ears of the 
great achievements of Alberich. To an angry outburst from the 
gnome, Loge replies that he should treat his guests with more 
courtesy. Who is it but he, Loge, who brings light and comforting 
warmth to the imp as he crouches in his sunless cave? Where 
would he be with his forging did not Loge light his fires? “I am 
thy kinsman and was thy friend: not lavish art thou with thy 
thanks.” Alberich, however, is not to be duped by cajoleries. Loge 
was always false, he rejoins; once, it is true, he was his friend, but 
now he consorts with the light-elves * who dwell above: is he false 
to them too? But Alberich has no fear of him or them: do they see 
the Hoard that his host of toilers has heaped up for him over there? 


1 Lichtalben, the Gods: Alberich himself is a Schwarzalb, a black-elf. 
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And “that’s only for today, a paltry measure. Day by day it shall 
increase my glory”: and the sinister motive of the Hoard wells up 
in the depths of the orchestra in bassoon and bass clarinet: 


No.37 
Animato 


But what use is all this wealth to him, Wotan asks, here in joy- 
less Nibelheim, where his treasure can buy him nothing? The 
treasure itself is something, Alberich replies; but it is more than its 
mere self — by means of it he will bend the whole world to his 
will. The beings who dwell in the upper air live, laugh and love, 
lapped in gentlest zephyrs (here the orchestra gives out the mo- 
tive (No. 15) associated with Freia and her gracious charm); but 
he will wrench all this happiness from their grasp and make the 
Gods themselves his vassals. He himself has forsworn love, and at 
his bidding everything that has life shall forswear it too; by gold 
overpowered, for gold alone shall they yet hunger. There on the 
radiant mountain heights (here the Walhall motive rises in se- 
rene majesty in the orchestra) dwell the Gods in bliss, despising 
the black-elves below. But let them beware: 


For first ye men 

shall bow to my might, 

then your winsome women, 

who my wooing despise, 
shall sate the lust of the dwarf, 
though love they deny... 
Beware of the night-nurtured host 
when the Nibelung Hoard shall uprise 
from silent deeps to the day! 


He is an impressive figure, the incarnation of envy and hatred and 
evil will, a force which Gods and men will have to reckon with. 
He laughs savagely in Wotan’s face. The outraged God vents 
his disgust on him, but Loge, stepping between them, counsels 
him to control his anger. Then he turns to Alberich with his usual 
smooth assurance. Who could fail to feel wonder, he asks, when 
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faced by Alberich’s wonderful work? If his craft can perform all 
he claims for it, what limit is there to his future power? Sun, moon 
and stars will all have to bow down before it. Yet, he deferentially 
hints, there may be just one thing it were wise to take into his cal- 
culations — the Nibelung host who are heaping up this treasure 
for him may possibly become envious of him and it; and by the 
slightest of harmonic turns to the Nibelung motive Wagner sug- 
gests the danger that may be lurking for Alberich in the dark 
places of Nibelheim: 

No. 38 Horns. 2 7 


——____f 
When he had held up the Ring to the gnomes, continues Loge, 
they had cowered before him. But what if a thief were to steal on 
him in his sleep and rob him of the Ring? What counter has he 
to that? 


14 


Alberich’s vanity makes him fall into the trap. Loge flatters him- 
self he is the cunning one, he says, but in his conceit he deems 
others witless. He, Alberich, had been clever enough to foresee 
the danger his kind friend has pointed out to him, and had pro- 
vided against it. He has made the skilful Mime fashion for him 
the helm that is now hanging from his girdle, which enables him 
to change his shape or be invisible at will: 


No one sees me, 
though he may seek; 
yet everywhere am I, 
though veiled from the view. 
So, free from care, 
I live secure, safe from thy craft, 
thou good, kind-hearted friend! 


Of all the many marvels he has met with on earth, replies Loge, 
this is the greatest. If Alberich speaks the truth, eternal might is 
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indeed his. But who could believe in such a wonder except on the 
evidence of his own eyes? The vain gnome is willing and eager to 
prove it. What shape would Loge like him to assume? Loge has no 
choice, provided only the deed confirms the word. Alberich places 
the Tarnhelm on his head, murmurs a spell — “Dragon dread, turn 
thee and wind thee” — to the strain of No. 34, and instantly disap- 
pears: in his stead is a huge serpent writhing on the ground and 
stretching out its gaping jaws towards each of the Gods in turn: 


No 


*39 
Lento, trailing ' .ete. 


Loge pretends to be paralysed with terror; “Spare the life of 
poor Logel” he cries. Wotan breaks into hearty laughter and com- 
pliments the gnome with an ironic “Good, Alberich! How won- 
drous quick the dwarf changed to a dragon!” The serpent van- 
ishes and Alberich reappears in his own form, saying complacently 
“Hoho! ye wise ones! do ye believe me now?” 

In a quaking voice Loge assures him that scepticism is no longer 
possible. Alberich has indeed changed himself into a big snake; 
but can he also accomplish the correspondingly small? That, 
surely, would be even more serviceable, for in case of danger he 
could slip away more easily. “As you will”, says the vainglorious 
Alberich; “how small?” “Tiny enough”, Loge replies, “to creep 
into the sort of crevice a toad makes for in its flight.” “Pah! nought 
simpler!”. The spell is murmured once more — “Crooked toad, 
grovel and crawl’; and in the gnome’s place appears a toad. At a 
quick word from Loge, Wotan puts his foot on it; Loge takes it by 
the head and seizes the Tarnhelm, whereupon Alberich instantly 
becomes visible again in his own form, writhing helplessly under 
Wotan’s foot and crying curses on him. Loge binds him hand and 
foot with a rope; despite his struggles he is dragged to the shaft 
by which the Gods had entered, and the three of them disappear, 
the orchestra breaking out into a jubilant fantasia on the Walhall 
motive, that of Loge (No. 22), and that of the Ring (No. 8). The 
triumph of the Gods seems complete. 
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The scenery now changes as before, but in the reverse order, as 
though Wotan and Loge were ascending. The motive of the Re- 
nunciation of Love is heard in quiet trombone tones: then, as the 
Gods may be supposed to be making their way past the forges, 
the Nibelung rhythm is heard once more hammering out on the 
anvils, but gradually sounding further and further away. For a 
moment the Freia motive rings out, as if announcing the trium- 
phant return of the Gods from their mission, but, it is to be ob- 
served, in darker harmonies, hinting that there may be another 
side to the picture than the one on which the Gods’ complacent 
gaze is just then fastened. The tone-painting continues with the 
motives of (a) the Giants, (b) Walhall, (c) Servitude, (d) Loge, 
(e) Freia’s youthful charm, (f) the Rhinemaidens, and finally 
Servitude in the form (No. 30) in which, at the beginning of the 
previous scene, it had symbolised the subjection of the Nibelungs 
to Alberich. Now he himself is at the bottom of Fortune’s wheel. 

When at last the stage setting defines itself again we see the 
mountain height once more, still shrouded in the pale mist that 
had descended on it after the departure of the Giants with Freia. 
Wotan and Loge emerge from the shaft, dragging with them the 
bound Alberich. Loge loads him with sarcasms. “ There, kinsman, 
take thou thy seat. Look, my worthy, there lies the world thou 
longedst to have for thy own: what corner wilt thou give me for 
my stall?” He dances round him in glee, snapping his fingers at 
him. Alberich curses him for a rogue and a robber and demands 
to be set free. His freedom he shall have, rejoins Loge, when he 
has paid ransom. The dwarf turns furiously on himself for his 
folly: “O thou dolt, thou credulous fool! to trust blindly this 
treacherous thief!”; and he vows revenge on his captors. 

Wotan tells him what his ransom is to be — nothing less than 
his Hoard. Harsh as the terms are, Alberich, in an aside, comforts 
himself with the thought that if only he can save the Ring he can 
re-create the treasure, and the lesson will not have been too 
dearly bought if it teaches him to be wiser in future. He will sum- 
mon the Gold for them, he says, if they will untie his hand. Loge 
sets his right hand free. The gnome puts the Ring to his lips and 
murmurs a secret command: a soft mysterious breathing of the 
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Ring motive in the orchestra is succeeded by the motive of Servi- 
tude in the dominating form it has assumed in No. 86: there is a 
moment of fateful silence, then we hear the various motives asso- 
ciated with the Nibelungs as slaves of Alberich. These sounds 
grow louder as the Nibelungs approach and at last pour on to the 
scene, running out from the clefts and bringing with them the 
Gold and treasures of all kinds that constitute the Hoard, which 
they pile up on the stage. Alberich, impressive even in defeat, 
writhes at the thought that his vassals should see him thus 
shamed, in bonds. Imperiously he orders them to be quick with 
their work and keep their eyes off him: 


Then hence with you, rabble, 
haste to your tasks! 

Back to your burrows! 

Woe if idlers I find, 

for I follow hard at your heels! 


He kisses his Ring and holds it out commandingly. “As if he had 
struck them a blow”, say the stage directions, “the Nibelungs rush 
in terror to the cleft, into which they gradually disappear below.” 
This is one of the most tremendous episodes in the score, with the 
orchestra thundering out No. 36 in the loudest tones of trumpets 
and trombones. 


16 


The turmoil having died away, Alberich demands that he be re- 
leased and allowed to take with him the Tarnhelm that Loge has 
thrown on the Hoard. The God contemptuously replies that this is 
part of the ransom. Alberich curses him, but then reflects that “he 
who made the one can make me another: still mine is the might 
that Mime obeys.” Loge asks Wotan if he shall release their cap- 
tive. But Wotan now demands also the Ring that gleams on the 
dwarf’s finger. “My life take, but not the Ring!” cries Alberich in 
desperation. For life, he says, means nothing to him without it: 
hand and head, eye and ear, are not his more truly than this Ring. 
Sternly and bitingly Wotan asks him how he came to possess it. 
How did he get the Gold from which it is made? Was it not by 
theft from the Rhinemaidens? To Alberich all is now clear: the 
Gods are using him for a purpose of their own, and one no better 


481 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


essentially than his. “Do you, vile thief”, he cries, “cast in my teeth 
a crime so welcome to you? You yourself would have robbed the 
Rhine of the Gold had you known how to forge the Ring from it”: 


How well, thou knave, 
it worked for thy purpose, 
that I, the Niblung, 
smarting with shame 
and with anger maddened, 
the terrible magic did win 
whose work now gladdens thy gazel 
This curse-laden 
and monstrous deed 
of one wild with grief, 
wasted with woe, 
must now serve as toy 
for thy eyes to delight in, 
my curse prove a blessing to thee? 
Heed thyself, 
high-handed God! 
If I did sin, 
I sinned but against myself: 
but against all that was, 
is, and shall be, 
wilt thou, Wotan, sin, 
if basely thou seizest my Ring! 


Wagner, it will be seen, is holding the moral scales fairly between 
the two. For the first time, the central ethical problem of the great 
drama comes clearly into sight. 

But it is too late now for Wotan, caught as he is in a net of his 
own weaving, to choose the right; he is irrevocably committed to 
a course of wrong-doing the consequences of which to himself 
and all of them he cannot foresee; and it is finely significant that 
Wagner leaves the fitting-in of this cornerstone of the great moral 
structure not to Loge —who has hitherto carried on most of the 
dialogue with Alberich— but to the more responsible Wotan. 
Ruthlessly he flings himself on the dwarf and tears the Ring from 
his finger; and while Alberich, with a horrible shriek, bewails his 
ruin, the God, possessed with but one thought — that of the ac- 
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quisition of the power he has long desired — places the Ring on 
his own finger and contemplates it. “’Tis mine now”, he muses, 
“the spell of might that makes me lord of the world!” Curtly and 
contemptuously he gives Loge permission now to release the im- 
potent gnome. Loge unties his bonds and tells him to “slip away 
home’, for he is free. 

Raising himself from the ground, Alberich echoes the God’s last 
words with a wild laugh. “Am I then free? Really free? Then 
hearken now to my freedom’s first salute!” He begins the tremen- 
dous monologue in which he lays a curse upon his lost Ring and 
upon everyone into whose hands it shall come: 


As it gave me 

measureless might, 

let each who holds it 
die, slain by its spell! 


To no one on earth shall its radiance bring joy: care shall consume 
each wretched possessor of it, and envy gnaw at the heart of him 
who owns it not. No gain shall it bring to anyone, but murder shall 
follow it wherever it goes: the Ring’s lord shall be the Ring’s slave, 
till once more it shall return to Alberich’s hands: 


So, stirred 
by the direst need, 
the Nibelung blesseth his Ring: 
and now ’tis thine, 
look to it well! 
But my curse canst thou not flee! 


The monologue is dominated by two new motives of great impor- 
tance in the later unfolding of the Ring drama, that of the Annihi- 
lation prophesied by Alberich: 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 
and that of the Curse on the Ring: 


a ese aeteenameaeeeee 
Wie durch /|Fluch er mir 


As by curse came it 


sei die-ser 


-cursed now be this ing): ete, 


y Z 
With a demoniacal laugh Alberich disappears into the cleft. 
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“The art of composition”, said Wagner once, “is the art of transi- 
tion”. We have one of many examples of his own gift in this re- 
spect in the scene that follows Alberich’s exit. The furious repeti- 
tions of the Servitude motive in the orchestra die down gradually 
into a succession of falling arpeggios that finally poise themselves 
on a few quiet, broad harmonies. “Didst thou hear his fond fare- 
well?” asks the cynical Loge. “Let him enjoy his own slaver’, Wo- 
tan replies quietly, lost in dreams as he contemplates the Ring on 
his finger. As the light slowly increases a series of tranquil har- 
monies ascending slowly in the orchestra depicts his satisfaction. 
But underneath them we hear pulsing insistently the rhythm of 
the motive of the Giants; and Loge, looking off stage, descries 
them in the distance, returning with Freia. 

But for the present there is no cloud on the bland peace of the 
scene and the music. The mists disperse still further as Fricka, 
Froh and Donner enter. Fricka runs to Wotan and asks him anx- 
iously for news of his mission. His answer is to point to the Hoard: 
“By force and guile our end we gained: there lies Freia’s ransom”; 
but the muttering of the fateful Annihilation motive in the orches- 
tra tells us something he himself, in his self-centred blindness, has 
not realised yet — that the Fates are brooding over the too com- 
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placent God, only waiting their opportunity to strike him down. 
Froh draws in a breath of ecstatic relief: how lovely is the smile of 
the earth, he says, how balmy the breeze; what would the Gods 
be without Freia and the “painless perpetual youth” she bestows 
on them? 

As the light grows clearer still the Gods are seen recovering 
their old freshness of aspect; the castle, however, remains invisible 
in the mist that spreads over the Rhine and the heights beyond. 
(Wagner, like the good stage-craftsman he is, is reserving the 
sight of resplendent Walhall for a great dramatic stroke in the fi- 
nal moments of the opera ). Fasolt and Fafner enter, bringing with 
them Freia, who runs to Fricka with a cry of joy. But Fasolt steps 
between them. Not yet, he reminds them, is she theirs; grieving he 
has brought her back to them; let the Gods now pay the price 
agreed on for her. Fasolt heaves a sigh: to part with Freia sad- 
dens his heart, but if he must lose her, at least let the treasure be 
heaped so high as to hide her from his sight. To this Wotan con- 
sents. The two Giants place Freia in the centre of the stage, and 
thrust their staves in the ground on either side of her so as to 
measure her height and breadth. Wotan, sick with a sense of soil- 
ure and degradation, bids them get on with their work. Assisted 
by Loge and Froh — the latter as anxious as Wotan to put an end 
to Freia’s shame and theirs — the Giants heap up the treasure be- 
tween the two poles, Fafner, in his greed for gold, roughly press- 
ing the pile more tightly together and searching for crevices. 

Wotan turns away in profound dejection: “Deep in my breast 
burns this disgrace!” he mutters. Fricka pours reproaches on him 
for his ambitious folly. “More! yet more!” cries Fafner. Donner 
rounds on him furiously, threatening him with his hammer, Wo- 
tan tries to pacify him, and Loge assures the Giants that the 
Hoard has given out. But Fafner, peering more closely, catches a 
glimpse of Freia’s golden hair and demands that the Tarnhelm be 
thrown in to hide it. Wotan, more than ever weary of it all, tells 
Loge to add it to the pile. Fasolt, still grieving over the loss of 
Freia, peers more closely at the heap, and, as the orchestra gives 
out the gracious melody of No. 19, discovers a crevice through 
which he can still see her eye shining on him: “while its soft 
beauty doth charm me’, he cries, “from the woman I cannot part.” 
Loge protests that the Hoard is quite exhausted; but Fafner points 
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to the golden Ring on Wotan’s finger and demands that it shall go 
to stop the crevice. Loge assures him that Wotan intends to re- 
turn it to the Rhinemaidens from whom the Gold was ravished; 
but Wotan swears vehemently that the prize he has won so hardly 
he will not part with. “But what of my promise to the Rhinedaugh- 
ters?” asks the crafty, insincere Loge. “Thy promise binds me not;” 
rejoins Wotan: “the Ring I claim as my own. Boldly ask what ye 
will’, he says to Fafner; “all else I'll give to you; but for all the 
world will I not surrender the Ring.” 


18 


Fasolt’s angry reply to this is to pull Freia out from behind the 
pile. “We end, then, where we began”, he cries; “Freia is forfeit 
to us for ever!” He makes to leave the scene, but is held back by 
Fafner. Freia, Fricka, Donner and Froh appeal to Wotan to re- 
lent, but he is immovable: he is too deep now in the pit of his own 
digging to extricate himself by his own efforts. “Leave me in 
peace”, he says moodily; “the Ring I will not yield!” And he turns 
away from them all in blind, futile anger. The knot of the drama 
cannot be untied now, but only cut; and that is done by the inter- 
vention of a world force greater even than the chief of the Gods 
himself. 

By this time the stage has become quite dark again, and from 
the rocky cleft at the side there now breaks forth a bluish light, in 
which Erda suddenly becomes visible, rising from below the 
ground to half her height. She is the earth Goddess, the mother of 
the Norns who weave the threads of the world’s destiny. Wagner 
symbolises her primal and eternal quality by a hardly perceptible 
but curiously significant mutation of the motive of primordial mat- 
ter with which the opera had begun. (See examples No. 1 and 
No. 2). The theme is now in the minor, in the grave colours, first 
of all, of bassoon and tuba, and in a slow tempo: 


No. 42 as Bassoon: Tuba Flute: Horn 


The Gods stand awed and mute at the sight of this apparition. 
Erda stretches out her hand commandingly to Wotan and bids 
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him relinquish the Ring and so evade the curse that lies on it; 
nothing but disaster will it bring him. “Who is the woman who 
brings me this warning?” he mutters. She tells him: “Whatever 
was, know I, whatever is, whatever shall be, I can see. The eternal 
world’s Urwala,* Erda, ’tis who warns thee.” By the most natural 
of transitions No. 42 resolves itself back again into No. 2: 


as she tells him of the three daughters born to her before the earth 
was made; all that her eyes see is told to him nightly by the Norns. 
She has come to him now because he is in dire danger (here No. 
40 projects its sinister shadow in the orchestra). “Hear me! Hear 
me!” she urges, to the falling figure seen in the bass part of No. 33 
and the first bar of No. 86; “all that exists must come to an end. A 
day of gloom dawns for the Gods: again I charge thee, give up the 
Ring!” At this point a new motive appears, that of the Twilight of 
the Gods: 


which concept Wagner symbolises by a simple reversal of No. 43. 
“Grave and mysterious are thy words”, says Wotan thoughtfully; 
“tarry a while and tell me more that I would know.” But already 
the bluish light has begun to fade, and Erda slowly disappears, 
with no further message for the tortured God than this: “I have 
warned thee; thou hast learned enough; brood now in care and 
fear.” Wotan makes a desperate move to follow her into the cleft 
and ask her the meaning of this enigma: if henceforth he is to live 
in anxious fear, he cries, she must at least tell him all. But Froh 


and Fricka hold him back. 


1 It is as the Wala that Wotan invokes her in the first scene of the third act 
of Siegfried, “the eternal woman possessed of all the world’s wisdom”. 
Wagner seems to have taken over this concept from two of the Edda poems, 
the Vegtamskvida and Balder’s Doom. More will be said on this point when 
we come to the Siegfried scene. 
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The God halts and stares thoughtfully before him, then turns 
resolutely to the Giants; they shall have their Gold, he tells them. 
We see him brooding profoundly on Erda’s last words as No. 42 
wells up in sombre orchestral colours. Then, rousing himself from 
his abstraction, he brandishes his spear as if he had taken a bold 
resolution, the trombones thundering out the commanding No. 13. 
Freia shall return to them, he says, bringing them their youth 
once more: the Giants can take the Ring and go. He throws it on 
the Hoard; Freia runs to the Gods, and the orchestra becomes all 
gladness and light as they load her with caresses. That Wagner, as 
a composer, was still to some extent the Wagner of Tannhduser 
and Lohengrin is shown by the following phrase expressive of 
rejoicing: 

es Molto animato 6 | 
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Meanwhile Fafner has spread out an enormous sack, into which 
he begins to pack the Hoard. At once the Giants begin to quarrel 
over it. Fasolt demands measure for measure; Fafner reminds him 
that 

More on the maid than the Gold 
thy lovesick eyes were set; 
I scarce could bring thee, 
fool, to exchange her; 
hadst thou won Freia, 
no share to me hadst thou given: 
now with the Hoard 
rightly retain I 
the greater half for myself. 


The sordid wrangle goes on. Fasolt appeals to the Gods for jus- 
tice, but Wotan contemptuously turns his back on him. “Resign 
the treasure”, Loge counsels Fasolt, “but make thyself sure of the 
Ring”. The Annihilation motive (No. 40) mutters ominously in 
the depths of the orchestra, but Fasolt knows nothing of Alber- 
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ich’s curse. He throws himself on his brother, insisting on the Ring 
as compensation for Freia. They struggle for it, each seizing it in 
turn. At last Fafner fells Fasolt to the ground with a blow from his 
staff and wrenches the Ring from the dying Giant’s hand: “Now 
glut thee with Freia’s glance”, he tells him grimly, “for the Ring 
seest thou no more!” He puts it on his finger and goes on quietly 
with his packing of the Hoard: the Gods stand around in horror- 
struck silence, and the Curse motive (No. 41) rends the air in the 
trombones. Alberich’s curse has struck already, Wotan remarks in 
awed tones. 

Loge, to the sinister throbbing of No. 40 in violas and bassoons, 
congratulates him on a good fortune with which nothing on earth 
can compare: great had been his luck when he won the Ring from 
Alberich, but greater still now he has lost it, for those who won it 
fight to the death for it. But one thought only is in Wotan’s brood- 
ing mind. Live a slave to fear and care he cannot: how to end 
them no one knows but Erda, so to her he must descend. While 
the clarinets give out a reminiscence of the caressing No. 14 Fricka 
approaches him cajolingly: why does he not enter the noble fort- 
ress that awaits his coming? she asks him. “With evil wage I 
bought me that!” he answers sombrely. 

The air is cleared by Donner, who, oppressed like the rest of 
them by the sweltering mists that envelop them, ascends a high 
rock that overhangs the valley, swings his hammer, and bids them 
disperse. Through swirling clouds of vapour a mighty horn call 
tears its way: 


He - da! He-da! He-do! Zu mir, du Ge-diift! 
To me, all ye mists? 


A vivid storm-picture ends in a convulsion, as it seems, of all na- 
ture as Donner crashes the hammer down on the rock and a blind- 
ing flash of lightning bursts from the clouds, followed by a violent 
thunderclap. For a moment Donner and Froh — the latter has run 
to his brother’s side at his call — are invisible to the others. Then, 
almost in a moment, the clouds disperse; and when the pair be- 
come visible again we see, gleaming in the sunlight, a great rain- 
bow bridge which they have thrown across the valley for the tran- 
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sit of the Gods to Walhall. During this storm episode Fafner has 
completed his packing up of the whole Hoard, and departed with 
the great sack on his back. 

With the Rainbow motive: 


rising up from the depths of the orchestra in a great span, Froh 
points out to the others the way over the rainbow arch to the fort- 
ress where they can live henceforth, free of the terror that has de- 
scended upon them since the murderous strife over the Ring and 
Erda’s solemn warning. The noble Walhall theme (No. 11) peals 
cut in full splendour as the Gods gaze at the wonderful sight in 
speechless astonishment. Then, in a great lyrical harangue, Wotan 
greets the castle which that morning, lordless as it was then, had 
beckoned to him. From morn to eve, consumed with care, he had 
worked to make it his own; and now, as night is about to fall, he 
will enter its mighty walls to find shelter from his own troubled 
thoughts. 


20 


Suddenly a great idea strikes him. Snatching up a sword that 
had formed part of the treasure and had been left behind by Faf- 
ner, he hails the fortress, the trumpet giving out the last new mo- 
tive of the Rhinegold score, that of the Sword: 


(In the stage directions in the score no provision had been made 
for this culminating point of the action; presumably Wagner’s in- 
tention had been that Wotan should simply hail the castle with a 
gesture. But at the Bayreuth rehearsals of 1876 this course must 
have struck him as inadequate; and it was then that he hit upon 
the device with which we are now familiar). He turns slowly to 
Fricka, bidding her follow him into Walhall, there to dwell with 
him. What is the meaning of the name? she asks. His answer is en- 
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igmatic, because he himself is not yet sure what course he must 
pursue to win back the Ring or frustrate the evil use of it: 


What strength ’gainst my fears 
my spirit has found, 
when vict’ry is mine, 

maketh the meaning clear: 


but the ultimate meaning of it will be revealed to us in the later 
stages of the drama. Taking Fricka by the hand, with all the oth- 
ers, except Loge, following him, he goes slowly towards the rain- 
bow bridge. 

But the last word is not to be with him, nor is the last thought 
left in our minds to be that of Walhall and its supposed security. 
First of all Loge turns the cold light of reason on it all. “They are 
hastening to their end”, he muses, “though they deem themselves 
strong and enduring.” As for himself he is ashamed to share any 
more in their activities: he would prefer to transform himself 
once more into a wayward flickering fire, 


to burn and waste them 
who once held me bound, 
rather than blindly 
end with the blind, 
e’en were they of Gods the most godlike. 


He will think it over, he concludes; and putting on a careless man- 
ner he is about to rejoin the Gods when from the depths of the 
valley comes the haunting song of the invisible Rhinemaidens. In 
the first scene of the opera they had greeted the Gold with cries 
of innocent joy. Now they look back sadly to the days when it was 
theirs and pure: “Give us the Gold”, they cry: “Oh give us its 
glory again!” 

The sound reaches Wotan’s ear as he is about to set foot on the 
bridge. Turning round, he asks who are these whose plaint ascends 
to him. It is the Rhinechildren, Loge tells him, lamenting over the 
stolen Gold. “Accursed nixies!” says Wotan: “stay them from pes- 
tering me!” Loge, calling down into the water, gives them the 
message in his own ironical form: 


Why wail ye to usP 
Hear what Wotan doth will! 
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Gleams no more 

on you maidens the Gold; 
in the Gods’ recovered glory 
bask ye henceforth in bliss! 


The Gods laugh at his humour and begin to pass over the bridge. 
The Rhinemaidens break into a more poignant lament, ending 
with 

Tender and true 

*tis but in the waters: 

false and base 


are those who revel above! 


But the only response is the Walhall motive, growing more bril- 
liant and more imposing bar by bar in the orchestra; and accom- 
panied by a final fff restatement of the Rainbow motive the Gods 
cross the bridge and the curtain falls. 

It has been truly said that this final scene has a parallel in the 
conclusion of the Agamemnon of Aeschylus. The murder of Aga- 
memnon has been accomplished; Aegisthus and Clytemnestra con- 
front the Chorus, angrily sure of themselves now and of the fu- 
ture, and the last word is given to the hard and ruthless Queen: 
“Heed them not; let the pack grow] as it will; thou and I will rule 
the palace.” But the Chorus has already hinted presciently at what 
may happen some day if Orestes should return with vengeance in 
his soul. In the Rhinegold Wotan and the Gods enter Walhall con- 
fident that henceforth they will be secure; but the doom foreseen 
by the cynical Loge will for all that fall on them in the end. 
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The Valkyrie 


it 


HE COMPOSITION of the Rhinegold had thoroughly sub- 

& dued Wagner’s hand to the new kind of material he had 

¥ come to work in. The result was that in the Valkyrie the 

musician in him opened out in all directions: he aban- 
doned himself luxuriously to the sheer joy of music-making, both 
enlarging the scale of his design for each episode and delighting 
in fine filigree work from bar to bar; at the same time he has ac- 
quired a completer command of what is really the whole art of 
musical-dramatic composition of this kind — making his leading 
motives serve simultaneously a psychological and a musical pur- 
pose, in a more effective way than had been possible for him 
until now. 

We have seen, at the end of the Rhinegold, a sobered, thought- 
ful Wotan retiring into Walhall, there to discover, if he can, some 
way of escape from the doom with which the curse on the Ring 
threatens the Gods. Wagner does not tell us directly, as yet, what 
has happened during the years that have elapsed between the 
last scene of the Rhinegold and the beginning of the Valkyrie; we 
learn that gradually as the action unfolds itself. Briefly, Wotan 
has realised that if an end is to be put to the evil that has stemmed 
inexorably, and will continue to stem, from the theft of the Gold 
from the Rhine, the concentration of its power in the Ring, and 
the curse that the frustrated Alberich has laid on this, the Ring 
must be returned to the primal innocence of the waters whence 
it had been ravished. As Wotan cannot deprive Fafner of it by 
force — for that would be to repeat the wrong he himself had 
committed by taking it from Alberich — the only hope for salva- 
tion for Gods and men resides in someone who, all unknowing, 
shall take on him the burden and the guilt of the Gods, winning 
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the Ring for himself without their prompting yet remaining 
wholly ignorant of the power for evil that inheres in it; until, in 
some way or other which perhaps Wotan himself does not see 
clearly as yet, it will pass into the possession of the Rhinemaidens 
again. Wotan’s first step towards the achievement of his aim has 
consequently been to create a race of heroes one of whom, by his 
own strength and virtue alone, will do what the Gods themselves 
are barred from doing. So Wotan has gone among men and allied 
himself with a mortal woman, a Volsung, by whom he has had 
twin children, Siegmund and Sieglinde. The former, he hopes, 
may be the instrument destined to accomplish the Gods’ desire. 

The opera opens with a great storm picture, in which we hear 
or see by turns the persistent bass of the storm wind: 

No. 49 


etc. 
fee Se ip) th ARES SS 

the crash of thunder, the lightning rending the clouds, and the 
furious swirling of the rain. The motive of Donner as the God of 
thunder (No. 46) peals out in the angriest tones of the heavy 
brass, and in the way in which Wagner combines this with the 
bass of No. 49 and the scurrying figures suggestive of wind and 
rain we see him already, before the new work is more than a few 
minutes old, on his way to that expressive contrapuntal handling 
of his thematic material that will become a more and more pro- 
nounced feature of the Ring scores. 

As the storm shows signs of dying down in the ’cellos and 
basses the curtain rises on the interior of the forest dwelling of 
a Neiding warrior, Hunding. The room is built round the trunk of 
a mighty ash-tree which occupies the centre of it. In the fore- 
ground, to the right, is the hearth, behind which is a store-room. 
The great entrance door to the dwelling is at the back of the 
stage. On the left, steps lead up to an inner chamber. In the fore- 
ground, to the left, stands a table, behind which is a broad bench 
let into the wall, with some wooden seats in front of it. 


2 


The storm subsides to the last distant growlings of No. 49, 
which now flows quite naturally into: 
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etc- 


— the characteristic motive of Siegmund, who stumbles into the 
room through the great door giving on the forest. For a moment 
he stands immobile with his hand on the latch, looking warily 
round him: his appearance and his garb both suggest flight and 
suffering: his distress is particularly portrayed in the figure 
shown in the third bar of No. 50. As will be seen, it takes the 
form of those falling seconds which Wagner, in common with 
other composers, uses so frequently to express pain of body or 
soul that it is quite unwarrantable to pin them down rigidly to 
anyone or anything particular in the drama. Perceiving that for 
the moment, at any rate, he is safe from his pursuers, Siegmund 
closes the door behind him, staggers towards the hearth, and 
throws himself on a rug of bear-skin, saying wearily, “Whose 
hearth this may be, here must I rest me.” He sinks back ex- 
hausted and remains motionless. 

To the accompaniment of a final muttering of the storm Sieg- 
linde enters from the inner chamber, imagining the newcomer to 
be her husband Hunding returned from the forest. Her mien is 
sombre; but her look changes to one of surprise when she sees a 
stranger stretched out on the hearth. Who can this weary one be, 
she asks herself, the orchestra giving out softly the motive shown 
in the bass of No. 50. As she bends over him to discover if he is 
still breathing, a wave of tenderness and pity sweeps over her: 


No. 51 
Poco animato 


and in Wagner's combination of this with the Siegmund motive 
we once more see him using thematic counterpoint for the fusion 
of a musical and a psychological purpose. 
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It is left to the orchestra to express all the tenderness the sight 
of the weary man has awakened in Sieglinde as she goes out with 
a drinking horn and fills it with cool spring water, which she 
hands to him. He takes a deep draught of it and returns the horn 
to her with a glance of silent gratitude. He fixes his gaze on her, 
feeling dimly that there is a bond of sympathy between them 
that comes from something more than a simple kindness bestowed 
and accepted; and an expressive ’cello solo carries No. 50 to a new 
conclusion: 


Bass: FF E} 


that indicates the dawning of something like love between them. 
The two limbs of this motive, marked A and B, will become the 
material for a great symphonic development in the duet that con- 
cludes the first act. 

Who is his benefactor? Siegmund asks her. Sadly she replies, 
“This house and this wife call Hunding master; take thine ease as 
his guest; tarry till he return.” Surely her husband would not 
deny guest-right to a wounded and weaponless man, says Sieg- 
mund. Yet wounded as he is, he is still hale; and as for his weap- 
ons, if they had served him as well against his enemies as his arm 
and his spirit had been willing to do there would have been a dif- 
ferent story now to tell. But shield and spear had been shattered 
in the fight, and the enemy pack had hunted him hard through 
the tempest. But all that is over now: his weariness has gone, and 
after the dark night that had fallen on his eyelids there has come 
the sunlight of the presence and the kindness of this woman. The 
whole of the orchestral tissue during this episode and what im- 
mediately follows is woven out of the tiny motives Nos. 50, 51, 
and 52; Wagner's new craftsmanship enables him to weave and 
re-weave them to any extent he desires, and always the muta- 
tions of the music go hand in hand with the changing thoughts 
and emotions of the actors. 


THE VALKYRIE 


8 


Going to the store-room, Sieglinde returns with a horn filled 
with mead, which she offers to Siegmund. He refuses to taste it, 
however, until her lips have touched it; then he takes a long 
draught of it, his gaze all the while fixed on her with growing 
warmth, while the orchestra muses softly upon No. 52 B: some- 
thing stronger than sympathy and gratitude is beginning to stir 
in both of them. But the unexpected tenderness that has come 
suddenly into his life of constant warfare brings Siegmund only 
pain; and by the tiniest of touches — by introducing a stabbing 
minor ninth into the harmony — Wagner gives a poignant turn to 
the original mood of No. 52 A: 


No. 53 
Molto lento Violas 
s J 


as Siegmund lowers his gaze gloomily to the ground. “Thou hast 
solaced an unhappy one”, he says in a trembling voice; “sorrow 
would he ward from thee!” 

Declaring himself rested now he starts up and goes to the 
door, but at a word from her he halts; ill fate, he warns her, pur- 
sues him wherever he goes, and he would not bring unhappiness 
on her and her house by staying. He raises the latch, but at an 
impulsive cry from her of “Abide thou here! No ill fate canst thou 
bring where ill fate has made its home!” he looks searchingly into 
her face, and, reading what he does there as she lowers her eyes 
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confusedly and sadly, he returns to her. The sorrow-laden motive 
of the Volsungs’ Woe: 


No. 54 
Lento 


P col gva bassa 


wells up in the orchestra, followed by that of Sieglinde’s pity 
(No. 51) and that of Siegmund (No. 50). ““Woeful’”, he says, is 
my own name for myself; Hunding here I will await.” He leans 
against the hearth, looking intently at her with calm sympathy. 
She turns her gaze on him again, and during a long silence, dur- 
ing which the orchestra muses softly on the motives associated 
with the pair, they look into each other’s eyes with an expression 
of deepest emotion. 
Suddenly an ominous figure in the horns: 


Bass: G4 2. ie Ej 


announces the nearing of Hunding, who is heard outside, leading 
his horse to the stable. Sieglinde, recalled with a start to reality, 
goes to the door and opens it; and Hunding enters, armed with 
shield and spear, the orchestra thundering out his motive, which 
is as dark and dour as the man himself: 


Catching sight of a stranger, Hunding turns to Sieglinde with a 
look of stern enquiry. She explains that she had found the man 
on their hearth, faint and weary, and had tended him as guest. 
Siegmund has been looking hard at Hunding all this while: “Rest 
and drink the woman has given me”, he says; “wilt thou chide 
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her therefor?” “Sacred is my hearth”, replies Hunding, “sacred 
hold thou my house”; and doffing his armour and handing it to 
Sieglinde he bids her set out the meal. She hangs the arms on 
the branches of the ash-tree, then brings food and drink from the 
store-room and prepares the table for supper. While doing so she 
involuntarily turns her eyes on Siegmund again, the orchestra giv- 
ing out softly but with intensity Nos. 51 and 52 A. 

Intercepting the glance, Hunding scans Siegmund’s features 
keenly, and then, with some surprise, compares them with those 
of Sieglinde. “How like the two are”, he says in an aside, “and 
in his eye too there gleams all the guile of the serpent.” Conceal- 
ing his astonishment, however, he turns once more with an as- 
sumption of unconcern to Siegmund, who, in reply to his en- 
quiry, tells him that he had made his way thither through field 
and forest, bramble and brake, driven by storm and direst need: 
his way he had lost, nor does he know where he now is. Motion- 
ing to him to take his place at the table, his host tells him that he 
is under the roof of Hunding, whose kinsmen hold sway over all 
the lands around. And now, what is the name of this guest of 
his? The bass clarinet gives out the darkened outline of No. 54, 
to which the wood wind reply softly with No. 51 and No. 52 B 
as Sieglinde’s eyes turn in tender sympathy to Siegmund, who is 
apparently reluctant to answer. Perhaps he would not deny the 
woman here, his wife? says Hunding, whose eyes have never left 
the pair: “see how eagerly she asks.” Sieglinde, at once embar- 
rassed and interested, asks the question on her own account, and 
Siegmund begins his story, which is prefaced by the motive of the 
Volsungs’ Woe (No. 54) in the ‘cellos. 


4 


Neither “Peaceful” (Friedmund) nor “Joyful” (Frohwalt) can 
he call himself, Siegmund says, but rather “Woeful” (Wehwalt). 
His father was named Wolfe, and he himself had a twin sister; 
but mother and sister he had lost so young that he had hardly 
known either of them. Wolfe was strong and warlike, and of en- 
emies he had many. One day father and boy had returned from 
their hunting to find the wolf’s nest empty: the hall was in ashes, 
the great oak-tree only a stump; the mother lay dead, the sister 
had vanished without leaving a trace; and it was the brood of the 
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Neidings that had wrought this ruin and woe. (Here the orches- 
tra gives out the Hunding motive). After that, father and son 
had lived year in year out the life of the hunted, but always they 
were formidable in fight. “A Wélfing it is”, Siegmund concludes, 
“who tells thee this. As Wélfing is he well known.” 

Wolfe and Wélfing he has never known, says Hunding, but of 
the warrior pair he has heard much talk. Urged on by Sieglinde, 
Siegmund continues his story. One day the Neidings had made a 
furious onslaught on them. Well the pair had fought, and the foe 
had been scattered in flight. But the boy had been separated from 
his father, and nowhere could he come upon his traces: “only a 
wolf-skin found I deep in the forest; my father never more did I 
find”; and the orchestra, with the softest of reminiscences of the 
Wotan-Walhall motive from the Rhinegold (No. 11), tells us who 
this Wolfe had been. Then Siegmund had left the forest behind 
him and fared among men and women; but where’er he went, 
whatever he did, no friends, no trust, could he find: 


Ill fate lay on me. 
Whate’er to me seemed right, 
others reckoned it ill; 
what I held to be foul, 
others counted as fair. 
In feuds I fell 
wherever I dwelt, 
wrath ever 
*gainst me I roused; 
sought I for gladness, 
found I but grief; 
and so must I “Woeful” call me; 
for woe still walks in my wake. 


From Sieglinde comes a look of warm understanding, accom- 
panied by a tender breathing of No. 52 B in the orchestra: the 
grim Hunding merely comments that manifestly the Norns who 
wove this man’s fate had small love for him. At Sieglinde’s re- 
quest Siegmund goes on to tell them how it had come about 
that he is now hunted and weaponless. A maid in distress had 
cried to him for help against her brutal kinsmen who wished to 
give her in a loveless marriage. He had fought and killed her 
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brothers, and then the maiden’s wrath against them had turned 
to grief: she had clasped the bodies in her arms and bathed them 
in bitter tears. A wailing figure that is repeated several times in 
the orchestra depicts her grief: 


The slain men’s kindred had gathered from all quarters and fallen 
on Siegmund and the maid: for as long as he could he had de- 
fended her with shield and spear, until at last these were hewn 
from his hands. The maiden died on her brothers’ bodies; he him- 
self, weaponless, had been forced to flee. “Now knowest thou, 
questioning wife”, he concludes, turning a look that is at once 
sorrowful and ardent on Sieglinde, “why I may not name me 
‘Joyful’”. Here the orchestra gives out for the first time the im- 
portant motive of the Volsungs, the tragic race doomed to suf- 
fering: 


He rises and walks to the hearth. Sieglinde, pale and deeply 
moved, does not raise her sad eyes from the ground. Hunding 
rises, suppressing his black anger with difficulty. A turbulent 
breed he knows, he tells Siegmund, hated by all and by him be- 
cause it holds nothing sacred that others revere. He himself had 
lately been called upon to take toll for kinsmen’s blood that had 
been shed: he had been too late, but now, when he returns, he 
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finds his flying foeman’s traces leading to his own hearth. For this 
day and the night Siegmund shall have guest-sanctuary, but in 
the morning he will have to defend himself in combat: “no longer 
truce I allow; for murder toll will I take.” Sieglinde steps anxi- 
ously between the two men, but Hunding roughly orders her to 
leave them; she is to prepare his night-draught and wait for him 
within. 

To a new mutation of her Pity motive (No, 51) in the clarinet 
(afterwards in the cor anglais): 


No. 59 


she stands for a while irresolute, then goes with faltering steps 
towards the store-room; there she pauses again, with half-averted 
face, as if turning something over in her mind. During the long 
silence that follows, the orchestra plays softly but significantly 
with the motives already associated with herself and Siegmund. 
A purpose seems suddenly to have taken shape within her: with 
quiet resolution she opens the cupboard, fills a drinking horn, and 
shakes into it some spices from a box. She looks at Siegmund, 
whose eyes have never turned away from her. Perceiving that 
Hunding is watching them intently she goes with the drinking- 
horn to the inner chamber; but on the steps leading up to it she 
once more turns round to Siegmund, looks yearningly at him, 
and then, by the fixity of her gaze at a particular spot in the ash- 
tree, makes him too look in that direction; and as he does so the 
Sword motive from the Rhinegold (No. 48) peals out, quietly but 
markedly, first in the bass trumpet, then in the oboe. Hunding, 
roused from his dark brooding, starts up and makes a violent ges- 
ture to her to leave them; and with a last look at Siegmund she 
goes into the inner chamber. The harsh No. 56 shatters the silence 
as Hunding takes his weapons down from the tree: with a last 
ominous word to Siegmund to prepare himself for the combat to 
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‘the death on the morrow he goes into the chamber, and the bolt 
is heard shooting from within. Siegmund is left to his own melan- 


choly brooding. 
5 


By now the room has become quite dark, only a faint glow from 
the fire enabling us to see him sink despairingly on to the couch 
by the fire. The Hunding motive, reduced now to not much more 
than an ominous insistent rhythm, hammers its unrelenting way 
through what follows, as if it were a thought that allows Sieg- 
mund no peace of mind. No. 48 projects itself, still quietly, in the 
bass trumpet as he begins his long monologue. His father, he re- 
calls bitterly, had promised him that in his direst need he should 
find a sword; yet now he is weaponless in an enemy’s house, a 
mere hostage awaiting vengeance. A winsome woman has glad- 
dened his eyes, but she is held in thrall by the very man who now 
mocks his impotence to defend himself. In his frenzy he gives a 
great cry to the father who seems to have abandoned him: 

No. 60 


F 4 
SSS 4S eS etc 
p— ESF ae Lean | Sd "i Bee ee Sera Hom Gene Ta : 


Jf Wal-se! Wal-se! Wo ist dein Schwert? Dasstar-ke Schwert, 
Wal-se! Wal-se! Whereis thy sword? The trust-y sword, 
Bass: Eb. Ehl- Gh” Fi Gh F 
“Walse! Walse! where is now the trusty sword that shall serve 
me in my need, when the rage that is boiling in my breast shall 
break forth and consume me?” The trumpet, projecting the Sword 
motive in a bolder line and a brighter colour than before, gives 
him the answer as a flicker from the fire on the hearth suddenly 
lights up the spot in the ash-tree trunk that had been indicated by 
Sieglinde’s parting glance, where the hilt of a sword is now faintly 
visible. Siegmund does not perceive it as yet; he is intent on the 
gleam from the hearth, which he sees, in fancy, as the last look of 
Sieglinde still lingering in the room to gladden his heart: 


Darkening shadows 
sank on mine eyes; 
but her lustrous look 
fell on me then: 
summer and sunlight it brought. 
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Wagner now opens the floodgates of his lyrical inspiration, but 
organically inwrought with the new musical material we hear the 
Sword motive taking new and gracious shapes: 


Yet once more, ere twas lost, 
fell its light on me here; 
e’en the ancient ash-tree’s stem 
shone forth with a golden glow: 

the flush is fading, 

the light is low; 

darker the shadows 

fall on my eyelids: 
deep in my heart there glimmers now 
but a faint, dying glow. 


The orchestra sinks to a double pianissimo through which only 
the fateful throbbing of the Hunding rhythm is heard in the 
kettledrums. The hearth-fire is by now completely extinguished; 
the stage is wholly dark. 

Sieglinde, robed in white, enters and advances lightly and rap- 
idly to the hearth. Hurriedly she bids Siegmund listen to what 
she has to say to him. Hunding lies in a deep sleep, for she had 
mingled a drug with his draught. Siegmund is to fly in the night. 
But first she will show him a sword of might: would that he could 
make it his! Could he do so she would call him the noblest of 
heroes, for only the strongest may win it; and a new motive, that 
of Victory, is heard in the wind, in combination with the theme of 
the Sword: 
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She tells him how the weapon had come there. At her wedding 
Hunding’s kinsmen had filled the hall, drinking to him and to the 
maiden who had been shamefully sold to him for wife. As she 
sat there in silent sorrow a stranger strode in; and the Walhall 
motive (No. 11), welling up in the soft dark tones of horns, bas- 
soons and trombones, tells us who it was — an old man robed in 
grey, says Sieglinde, whose great hat hung so low that it hid one 
of his eyes, though in the other gleamed a menace that struck 
terror in all on whom it lighted. She alone had felt not fear but a 
sweet yearning and pain, “sadness and solace in one”. Then the 
Sword motive comes to the forefront as she tells how the stranger, 
glancing at her and glowering at the others, had swung a great 
sword and struck it up to the hilt in the ash-tree’s trunk, saying 
that it should be his who could withdraw it. All tried, but it baf- 
fled the strength of everyone; and there, in silence, it still remains. 
“Then I”, continues Sieglinde to the soft accompaniment of No. 
11, “knew who this stranger was who was thus greeting me in my 
grief; I know, too, who is he for whom the weapon doth wait.” 
The Sword motive rings out imperially in the trumpet, and 
then, accompanied by the Victory call (No. 62), Sieglinde sings: 


No. 63 
Molto animato 


(0) fand ich ihn heut’ und hier, den Freund. 
Oo might I to-day find here that friend. 


of her hope that this day she may find the friend come from afar 
to bring her comfort after all her sufferings and all the ignomin- 
ies that had been put upon her: 


whate’er I’ve borne 

in my bitterest woe, 
whate’er I have suffered 
in shame and disgrace, 
sweetest of vengeance 
soon should I know then! 
Retrieved then were 
whate’er I had lost, 
again I would win 

all I have wept for, 
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found I this holiest friend, 
and folded the hero to me! 


Siegmund takes her in his arms and replies with an intensity of 
emotion equal to her own. He is the friend, he tells her, who 
shall win both weapon and wife. His own sufferings among men 
have matched hers; but 
joy of vengeance 
gladdens our hearts now! 
So laugh I 
in highest delight, 
holding thee, noblest and dearest, 
feeling the beat of thy heart. 


6 


At this point the great door flies open, for no better reason, one 
is inclined to think at first, then a desire on Wagner's part to cre- 
ate a striking stage effect. We soon realise, however, that the fling- 
ing open of the door, revealing a beautiful spring night with the 
full moon flooding the pair with its radiance, is symbolic rather 
than realistic. At the flying open of the door Sieglinde had started 
back in alarm and torn herself away from Siegmund: “Who has 
passed? Who has entered here?” she cries. He draws her to him 
again with tender compulsion and leads her to the couch, where 
they sit down together. “No one passed”, he assures her, “but one 
has come: see now how Spring smiles in the hall.” Soft orchestral 
throbbings fill the air, and Siegmund launches his Spring Song: 

No. 64 


Win - ter-stiir - me wi-chen dem Won- ne - mond, in 
Win - ter storms have waned in the win-some May, in 


mil - dem Lich - te leuch-tet der Lenz, 
ben- tle va~ diance spark-les the spring, 


It tells how the storms of winter have waned to the winsome May: 
Spring has come, to nature as to them, and makes his laughing 
way through the land, with birds singing and flowers coming to 
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life again after their long frost-bound sleep. To his sister Spring 
flies, and she leaps with a laugh to greet him, “for Love did lure 
the Spring”. Siegmund and Sieglinde too have found each other 
and are made one now; Love and Spring have met in them and 
kissed each other. 

Wagner luxuriates in the opportunity to give the musician in 
him full freedom of wing. No. 52 B takes on a new sweetness and 
loveliness as Siegmund sings of his own coming to Sieglinde be- 
ing like that of Spring, drawn by love, to the earth. She answers 
him, “Thou art the Spring that long I had sighed for through 
winter’s ice-bound days” — to an expansive version of No. 52 A, 
followed by 52 B. Friendless and alien, she says, was all around 
her until he came. She had recognised him for her own the mo- 
ment she had set eyes on him: what had lain hidden in darkness 
in her starved and thwarted soul then became clear as light and 
sang in her ear. A motive of Bliss: 


No. 65 
y A l 
Sue 
O lass in Na - he zu dir mich nei-gen, 
O let me clasp thee yet clos-er to me, 


dass hell ich schau-e den heh = ren Schein. 
and see more bright-ly the no - ble beam. 


seems an anticipation of Tristan as they sing, in modulation after 
modulation of it, of their joy in each other. The strain ends with 
a rapturous cadence: 

1 Both words and music of the Spring Song went through many changes 


before reaching their present form. Wagner’s original draft for the melody 
was in C major, in 3/4 time: 


Win-ter-stiir-me wi-chen demWon-ne-mond, in lin-den Luf-tenwiegtsichder Lenz. 


The obvious faults of this melody were corrected later, and as Wagner de- 
veloped the song along its purely musical lines he made several alterations 
in the words to make them fit in with the melody. 
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denn won - - - nig wei = © 
in rap - - ~ ture feast 


that prolongs its dying fall through voices and orchestra. The rap- 
ture of the pair finds expression in modifications of No. 65 that 
bring us still nearer the Tristan idiom: 


while their common inheritance, now joyously recognised by 
them both, is symbolised by elaborations of the Wotan-Walhall 
motive. They understand now why their hearts had been filled 
with sympathy and tenderness at the first sight of each other; and 
luxuriant reminiscences of No. 52 pack the orchestra. Sieglinde 
knows now that he, like herself, is a Volsung, Walse’s child, and 
names him “Siegmund”. He accepts the name, springs towards 
the ash-tree, and seizes the hilt of the Sword: this was indeed the 
weapon his father had promised should be his in the hour of need! 
The orchestral tissue is throughout an organically woven web of 
motives, each of them carrying its own clear meaning — with, 
however, one exception. When Siegmund sings 


Holiest love’s 
most mighty need, 
passionate longing’s 
feverish need, 
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brightly burns in my breast, 
drives to deeds and death, 


it is to the strain of No. 9, the motive to which, at its first appear- 
ance in the Rhinegold, the commentators have all attached the 
label of “Renunciation of Love”, because it is to this melody that 
Alberich avows the renunciation that had won him the Gold. Man- 
ifestly there can be no “renunciation” of love implied in the epi- 
sode in the Valkyrie at which we have now arrived; rather is it an 
assertion of love. Here is yet another warning of the dangers at- 
tending the labelling of a Wagnerian motive, however convenient 
it may be for us to do so, according to the words or the situation 
in connection with which it makes its first appearance in the 
opera. For the composer, the range of psychological reference of 
a motive was far wider, and the terms of reference far subtler, 
than our ready-made tickets can provide for: the musical idea 
came from a psychical complex within him that may take on an 
infinity of nuances in the course of the drama. It becomes clear 
to us now that when No. 9 first appears in the Rhinegold it should 
be taken as signifying not so much Alberich’s renunciation of love 
as the Love itself, universal, omnipotent, which the gnome, in his 
lust for power, has decided to renounce. 

With his hand on the hilt of the sword Siegmund names the 
weapon Nothung (that which shall serve him in his need): 


No. 68 
Allegro molto 


No-thung! No-thung! so nena ichdich Schwert: No- thung! 

Need - ful! Need-ful! so name I thee, sword: Need - ful! 
Base: Gh eine SS Gt 
then, with a mighty effort, he plucks it from the tree and shows it 
to the astonished and ecstatic Sieglinde, the orchestra giving out 
No. 48 with the full power of the brass. He has won her, he tells 
her, he, Siegmund the Volsung, and this is his bride-gift to her. 
Together they will flee from the foeman’s house to the laughing 
house of Spring, where Love shall hold her and Nothung ward 
her. She answers him in words of equal passion, and as the orches- 
tra executes an excited fantasia on a combination of the Sword 
motive and that of Love (No. 52 B): 
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No. 69 


Molto animato Jia] da iF | 1~J74,] 


the two fall into each other’s arms, and the curtain falls to a final 
cry from Siegmund, 


Bride and sister 
be to thy brother; 
so flourish the Volsungs for aye! 


7 


The second act opens with an orchestral prelude of immense 
energy, woven for the most part out of motives with which we are 
now familiar. First of all the Sword motive, in a new rhythmic 
form, rings out in the trumpet: 

No. 70 


It is followed by a modification of what we must continue to call 
the Flight motive from the Rhinegold (No. 15 A): 


for no better reason than that it was first heard in connection with 
the flight of Freia from the Giants. Precisely what significance it 
had in Wagner’s mind at the present juncture it is difficult to say. 
A little later it takes a broader form: 
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Later still No. 65 A, in the shape it had assumed in No. 67, re- 
minds us of the love of Siegmund and Sieglinde: 


Even in the condensation of this last example for purposes of 
quotation we can see the motive combined vontrapuntally with 
that of Flight: the whole tissue of the prelude, indeed, is sym- 
phonic, the short motives cohering into an organic whole. The 
general purport of it cannot be expressed in terms of a set “pro- 
gramme’; what we are conscious of is an atmosphere of tremen- 
dous excitement, in which the past drama of the Volsung pair is 
moving towards a new and greater tension. 

In that drama a fresh figure, that of the Valkyrie * Brynhilde — 
the daughter of Wotan and Erda, and his favourite among his 
nine Valkyrie daughters — is to play a prominent part. We find her 
first characterised in the prelude by a figure that will always be 
typical not only of herself but of the Valkyries in general: 


1 The “Wal-” of “Walkiire” comes from an old German word signifying bat- 
tlefield, and the remainder of the word from an old verb “kiiren” (to choose: 
cf. the present German verb “erkiiren”, p.p. “erkoren”, to choose, elect). 
The duty of the Valkyries was to carry the valiant slain to Walhall, there to 
form a bodyguard of heroes for Wotan. “Wal” (modern German “Wahl”) 
itself really means “choice”, “election”; it survives curiously in such words 
as “Walstatt” and “Walplatz”, signifying a field of battle. It was during and 
after battle that heroes were “chosen” to people Walhall. 

The reader, by the way, must beware of associating some of the names 
in the Ring with modern German words similar in form but different in 
meaning. The “mund” of “Siegmund”, for instance, has nothing to do with 
the modern “Mund” (mouth): it comes from an old root meaning guardian 
or protector, which survives today in such words as “Vormund” (guardian, 
trustee), “Vormundschaft” (trusteeship), and “Vormundschaftsgericht” 
(Court of Chancery): “Siegmund” is the guardian of victory (“Sieg”). The 
“Hund” of “Hunding”, again, derives not from “Hund” (dog) but from 
“Hiine” (a giant), which may be related to “Hunne” (a Hun). 

The names of Brynhilde and her eight sisters — Gerhilde, Ortlinde, Wal- 
traute, Schwertleite, Helmwige, Siegrune, Grimgerde and Rossweisse — are 
all composites; Schwertleite, for instance, signifies “sword wielder”, Siegrune 
“the one who knows the runes of victory”. The word “Walkiire”, by the way, 
is accented by Wagner on the first syllable. 
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No. 74 
_ Malto animato 


col gva bassa 


(Rarely, and least of all in the concert piece known as “The Ride 
of the Valkyries”, do we hear the theme played as Wagner con- 
ceived it. By scamping the short note of each bar the brass almost 
invariably convert the melody into: 


Further, Wagner always insisted on sharp definition being given 
to the first note of each bar, not to the fourth, as is the way with 
our orchestras ). 


8 


As No. 74 grows more and more jubilant the curtain rises, show- 
ing a wild mountain pass, with a gorge in the background rising 
to a high ridge of rocks. Wotan and Brynhilde enter, she fully 
armed, the God also in war array, carrying his spear. In energetic 
tones he bids the Valkyrie harness her horse, for soon there will be 
work for her to do: there will be a combat between Hunding and 
Siegmund, in which she is to aid the Volsung; as for Hunding, he 
may go where he belongs, for in Walhall the God needs him not. 
Elated at the news, Brynhilde, giving glad repeated cries of “Ho- 
jotoho! Heihaha!”: 


Sf Ho -jo-to-ho! Ho-jo-to-ho! Hei-a-ha! Hei-a- hal 


springs up the rocks, accompanied by orchestral figures that con- 
vey a remarkable impression of the wild energy of the Valkyries. 
Pausing on a high peak she looks down into the gorge at the back, 
and gaily warns Wotan to look to himself, for a storm will soon 
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burst on him —the furious Fricka is coming in her ram-drawn 
chariot, scourging the terrified beasts in her wrath, eager for the 
fray with her spouse. Though she herself, says Brynhilde, revels 
in the strife of heroes, in a combat of this kind she has no part to 
play; she will leave her father to face the storm alone as best he 
can; and with another volley of joyous “Hojotohos!” she disap- 
pears behind the mountain height at the side of the stage. 

Fricka appears in the gorge, dismounts from her car, and, ac- 
companied by a motive expressive of Wrath: 


No.77 


strides impetuously towards Wotan, who turns to face her with a 
resigned aside: “The old disputes, the old annoys! Yet firmly I 
must stand and meet them!” Fricka pauses in front of him and be- 
gins her harangue with quiet dignity. She has sought him out in 
the wilds of which he is so fond, she tells him, because she must 
exact a promise from him. Hunding has brought his plaint to her 
as the protectress of marriage and cried out for vengeance; and 
she has sworn to punish the pair who have betrayed him. Wotan 
asks quietly what wrong they have done, these two who in Spring 
had bowed to the magic power of Love: “not lord over love am 
I’, If anything is unholy it is the oath that binds lives together 
without love; and as for himself he cannot intervene, for his heart 
is always with the brave, whom he ever spurs on to strife. That he 
has small regard for wedlock she knows, Fricka rejoins; but does 


1 In the first form of the poem the dialogue between Wotan and Fricka ran 
along somewhat different lines from Fricka’s words (in the present poem) 
“Wie thérig und taub du dich stellst” down to her “So ist es denn aus mit 
den ewigen Géttern”. When printing the final text of the Ring poem, in 
1872, in the 5th and 6th volumes of his Collected Works, Wagner gave also, 
at the foot of the relative pages, the text as it originally was between these 
two points. 
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he go so far as to condone the union of sister and brother? ? When 
was that known before? “Thou knowest it now”, is Wotan’s reply; 
“that these twain are lovers thou seest for thyself. So hear my 
frank counsel — give them thy grace and bless Siegmund and Sieg- 
linde’s bond.” 

Fricka flames into anger at this. The honour and glory of the 
Gods, she says, has been a small thing to him since he begat these 
turbulent Volsungs; and now the eternal laws of right and wrong 
are to be flouted for their benefit. She reproaches him with his 
infidelities to herself: 


No. 78 


was klag’ichum E- he und Eid, da zu- 
why weep I for wed-lock and troth, which thy- 


- erst du selbst sie ver-sehrt. 
- self wert first to pro-fanet 


Thy own true wife 

thou hast oft betrayed; 

never a deep 

and never a height 

but there wandered 

thy wantoning glance; 
all the joy of change thou wouldst win thee, 
and grieved'’st my heart with thy scorn. 


She had been forsaken while he flew to the fray with the lawless 
Valkyries of his own begetting, whom he had even given as hand- 
maidens to his consort; and later he had left her to dwell in the 
forest as Walse: 


1 The concept of a sister-bride has its roots deep in some of the old sagas; 
it goes back to primitive notions of bisexual deities as principles of nature. 
Wagner was compelled, willy-nilly, to adopt the idea of the blood unity of 
Siegmund and Sieglinde for his drama, though it hardly bears transplanta- 
tion from the world of the sagas to that of the modern stage. It has always 
been something of a stumbling-block for some listeners to the Ring. The 
more lunatic among Wagner’s critics of the 1870’s went so far as to accuse 
him of “glorifying incest”. 
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from common mortal 
this twin-pair begetting, 
at the feet of these wolf-whelps 
throwest thou, base one, thy wifel 
Then finish thy work! 
Fill up the cup! 
Let them trample on the betrayed one! 


9 


Her eloquence is lost on Wotan. “Ne’er didst thou learn when I 
would teach thee”, the hard-pressed sophist replies tranquilly; 
“ne’er canst thou comprehend till clear as daylight it lies before 
thee. Only custom canst thou understand; but my own thought 
reaches out to what ne’er yet has befallen. A man we need, one 
neither bound by the laws of the Gods nor sheltered by the Gods; 
he alone is 

meet for the deed 
which, though the need of the Godhead, 
a God of himself may not do”. 


She rejects the notion that a hero can do what the Gods them- 
selves cannot. “For who breathed this fire into men? Who gave 
them the light of their eyes? Without thy shield, what are they? 
Without thy spur, to what would they aspire? But this new trick 
thou shalt not work on me! This thy Volsung thou shalt not have 
from me: in him I find but thee, for only through thee does he 
dare.” 

“In deepest sorrow himself did he mould”, replies Wotan; “to 
my protection he owes nothing.” But in the anguish of his love for 
Siegmund he has now made a false move, and Fricka is quick to 
seize her advantage. “Then leave him now to his own devices”, 
she answers; “shield him not today; take back the sword thou didst 
bestow.” Siegmund had won it himself in his need, says Wotan ve- 
hemently. From now onwards the direction of the argument passes 
more and more into the hands of Fricka; she speaks with mount- 
ing passion, while “Wotan’s whole demeanour’, as the stage direc- 
tions have it, “from this point onwards expresses a profound and 
ever-increasing uneasiness and dejection.” He listens for a while 
in silence, only a motive of Dejection in the bassoon and bass 
clarinet: 
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of 

Bass: E 
revealing the completeness of his bafflement and the depth of his 
despair. “Who was it who planned that need for him”, Fricka in- 
sists, “and the sword that should serve him in it? Didst thou not 
strike the sword into the tree trunk? Didst thou not lead him 
where he would find it? Didst thou not promise it to him?” 
Touched to the quick, Wotan springs up with an angry gesture, 
but dares not speak. Perceiving his discomfiture, Fricka grows still 
more confident and aggressive. With bondsmen, she says scorn- 
fully, she disdains to battle; from the free man the felon gets only 
scourging. Against the power of Wotan she would wage war if 
need were, but this Siegmund shall be punished only as a slave. 
Shall such a slave command Wotan’s spouse, making her a shame 
and a scoff before all? 

“Wotan”, Wagner's stage directions run, “makes another pas- 
sionate gesture, then sinks down, realising his impotence”; the or- 
chestra underlines the gesture with a vehement statement of No. 
77. Fricka presses her advantage home, and Wotan, with the ’cel- 
los and basses muttering the motive of Dejection (No. 79), asks 
gloomily “What desir’st thou?” “Shield not the Volsung!” is the 
sharp reply. “His way let him go”, says Wotan in a choked voice. 
But this is not enough for Fricka: she demands that he shall look 
her straight in the eyes and promise that neither will he aid Sieg- 
mund nor — thus shattering the God’s last secret hope — allow the 
Valkyrie to do so. Wotan makes a final passionate effort to ride the 
storm. “I cannot forsake him”, he cries; “he found my sword.” 
“Then withdraw its magic”, replies the pitiless Fricka; “let the 
blade break; let him be helpless against his foe!” 


10 


Just then Brynhilde’s joyous “Hojotoho!” peals from the adja- 
cent heights, and she herself comes into sight. Perceiving Fricka 
she suddenly breaks off, slowly and silently leads her horse down 
the rocky path, and leaves it in a cave. The increasingly sombre 
orchestral mutations of her call depict her growing realisation of 
the gravity of the situation: 
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She stands silent as Fricka majestically orders Wotan to bid the 
Valkyrie vindicate the honour of the Gods by withholding her aid 
from Siegmund. Wotan, now utterly defeated, throws himself on 
a rocky seat in the profoundest dejection, muttering, “Take my 
oath!” Fricka strides towards Brynhilde and pauses for a moment 
before her; “War-father doth wait for thee”, she tells her calmly; 
“let him instruct thee how the lot is to fall”; and the Curse motive 
(No. 41) raises its head ominously in the quiet tones of the trom- 
bones. According to Wagner’s directions, she enters her chariot 
and drives swiftly away. But this rather inconvenient piece of 
realism is generally dispensed with in performance: Fricka walks 
slowly away from the pair, giving the player of the part a superb 
opportunity to show us how charged with meaning a mere slow 
walk can be, provided she has the dignity of mien and gait to en- 
able her to seize the opportunity — which few Wagnerian singers 
have. Two or three realisations of the difficult episode linger in the 
older opera-goer’s memory. 

After Fricka’s departure the tense silence is broken by Bryn- 
hilde, who goes anxiously to the suffering Wotan and asks him the 
meaning of it all. The God’s head sinks heavily on to his breast: 
“In my own fetters fast am I held”! he ejaculates mournfully; “T, 
the least free of all that liveth!” His brooding ends in a terrible 
cry of “O shame! O distress! Gods’ extremity! Wrath and Grief 
without end! The saddest am I of all living!” * The terrified Bryn- 


1 In his first swift Sketch of November 1851 for the Valkyrie, Wagner’s plan 
for the scene immediately following the exit of Fricka had run thus: 
“Wotan’s profound grief that he must ever find himself in opposition to him- 
self; there must be beings freer than the unhappy Gods are. He longs for the 
land of Forgetfulness.” (Then comes the scene between Wotan and Bryn- 
hilde). This plan was not carried out either in the more detailed Sketch of 
the 17th May 1852 or in the poem, in both of which it is replaced by 
Wotan’s ejaculation, “In my own fetters fast am I — the least free of all liv- 
ing”. Apparently the long Narration to Brynhilde only took its present shape 
in Wagner’s mind some time between the above two dates, for in the first 
Sketch we have merely this: “Brynhilde [after the departure of Fricka] ca- 
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hilde throws away helmet, shield and spear and sinks down at his 
feet, laying her head and hand lovingly on his breast and knee 
and imploring him to confide in her, the truest of his children. 
The motive of Siegmund and Sieglinde’s love (No. 52), threading 
its melancholy way through the silence in the veiled tones of the 
bass clarinet, reveals to us what is passing through Wotan’s tor- 
tured mind. For a moment he communes softly with himself: if 
he were to tell her all, so runs his thought, would he not loosen 
the inmost hold of his will? Brynhilde reassures him; speaking to 
her, she says, he will be speaking to Wotan’s own will, for what is 
she but that? When he does so it is indeed, he muses, to himself, 
for to all others but himself and her his thought must remain for 
ever secret. It is a point that needs to be remembered by those 
who find the Narration that follows over-long and repetitive: the 
God is not so much speaking to another as brooding within his se- 
cret self upon the dilemma in which he now finds himself, and re- 
tracing in his imagination the stages by which he has brought 
himself to his present sorry pass. 


11 


He begins in a hollow, stifled voice, looking steadfastly all the 
while into Brynhilde’s eyes. It is not the impersonal Wotan of 
Wagner's first cosmic conception of 1848, but the more human 
Wotan of a later date, who makes his way, as it were, across the 
screen that gradually unrolls itself before our eyes, the Wotan 
whose lust for power had led him to the first false step on a path 
the end of which would be the downfall of the Gods. One passage 
alone in the monologue is sufficient to show the difference be- 
tween the two conceptions. As the reader will recall, in the 
“Sketch for a drama on the Nibelungen myth” (1848) Wotan, 
standing aloof from both the Giants and the Nibelungs, had en- 


joles and tries to console him. Wotan, without willing it, discloses his secret 
object with regard to the Volsungs, his offspring. Brynhilde understands him 
completely: she offers to protect Siegmund. Wotan is angry with her, and, 
mastering himself by a supreme effort, wrathfully commands Siegmund’s 
death. He goes away in a passion. Brynhilde perceives Siegmund and Sieg- 
linde in flight”, etc. In the later Sketch these half-dozen lines are expanded 
to seventy-six, which give us the dialogue between Wotan and the Valkyrie 
as we have it now. 
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gaged the former to build him a fortress “from which he could 
govern the world in peace and order”; for the Gods had planned 
a world subject to good laws, and had devoted themselves to the 
bringing into being of a worthy human race: “the object of their 
lofty ordering of the world is moral consciousness”. Wotan had 
gradually become involved in a network of evil, though his inten- 
tions from the first had been good. In his present Narration to 
Brynhilde, however, he depicts himself as morally flawed from the 
beginning, aiming only at power and stopping at nothing to 
achieve it: 


all whom by our laws 
we had held in bondage, 
the mortals whose spirits 
proud we had curbed, 
whom by guileful agreements’ 
craft and deception 
we bound in a blind 
and servile obedience, 
these ye were to spur 
to storm and to combat, 
their desires goading 
to grimmest war, 
that hosts of hardy heroes 
should gather in Walhall's halls. 


He now begins his quiet retrospect at the very beginning: 


When youthful love's 
delight from me fled, 

my soul grew athirst for power: 
by wildest wishes 
blindly impelled, 

I won myself the world. 
Fraud and deception 
unwitting wrought I, 
binding by treaties 
what threatened harm: 

craftily lured on by Loge, 

who flick’ring fled away. 
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He goes on to tell how “the baffled Nibelung Alberich” had for- 
sworn love and so won the Rhine’s pure Gold, and with it meas- 
ureless might; how he himself had wrested the Ring from him by 
craft, paying for Walhall with it instead of restoring it to the 
Rhine; how the wise Erda had counselled him to give up the Ring, 
warning him of the fate of the Gods if he retained it, but had re- 
fused to tell him more; how, in the chill of his fear, he had fol- 
lowed her into the womb of the earth, mastered her in love, and 
“learned much from her counsel”; how she had borne him his be- 
loved Brynhilde, his second self, whom he had nurtured with 
eight sister Valkyries; how they had brought him the spirits of he- 
roes who had fallen in battle, to be a guard for him against his 
foes. Forever lurking in the shadows is Alberich, racked by rage 
and envy; Wotan does not fear an assault on Walhall by him and 
his “night-begotten forces”, but should the Ring come into the 
gnome’s hands again he would rouse all creation against the Gods. 
Against Fafner, who now sleeps upon the Ring, Wotan himself is 
powerless: 


But I bargained with him, 
and may not attack him; 
powerless ’gainst him 
would prove all my might: — 
these are the fetters 
that confine me: 

I, who by treaties am lord, 

to my treaties now am a slave; 


and the weary motive of the Need of the Gods drags its slow 
length along through the ’cellos: 


No. 81 
Moderato 
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It will be seen that halfway through the second bar this continues 
with the Dejection motive (No. 79), while at the end of that bar 
the Sword motive is heard in the bass trumpet. 

To one alone can he look for salvation — to a hero strange to 
him, free of his will, in no wise helped by the Godhead, one who 
will fight even against Wotan, as God, yet accomplish what the 
God himself must not do. For this purpose he had reared Sieg- 
mund, giving him the Sword that should do the deed longed for 
by the Gods. But Fricka had pierced through his deceit and over- 
whelmed him with shame: to her he must yield. Flee as he will 
from Alberich’s curse, everywhere it pursues him; and his heart’s 
beloved, his Siegmund, he must now abandon and betray. 

In his despair he invokes the ruin of the Gods; let all their glit- 
tering, shameful pomp pass away. All is in vain: for one thing 
only he now longs — an end to it all. Then he reflects that it is for 
that ending that Alberich works unrestingly. Erda had warned 
him that when “the night-born foe of love” should beget a son the 
doom of the Gods would be nigh; and of late the rumour had 
reached his ears that Alberich had bought with gold the love of a 
woman in whose womb now lies “the fruit of hate, grim envy’s 
son”. This wonder, he wails, befell 


to him, the loveless, 
yet of my love so boundless 
the free one was born not to me. 


In bitter wrath he gives the Nibelung’s son his blessing; let him 
sate himself on the prize that is to fall into his hands. For himself, 
he can struggle no more: Brynhilde, in the combat between Sieg- 
mund and Hunding, is to fight for Fricka and for wedlock’s vows: 


what she doth choose 
is also my choice: 
of what avail were my own will, 
since the free one I cannot fashion? 
to Fricka’s vassal 
give thou thine aid! 


Brynhilde strives in vain to persuade him to alter this decision of 
despair, even vowing that she will never fight against the hero 
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whom Wotan loves. But he turns on her in devastating fury. Who 
is she, “the submissive blind slave of my will”, to flout his com- 
mands? Let her provoke him to wrath and his lightning will blast 
her; his breast is filled with “a rage that could lay woeful and 
waste the world that once delighted my heart”. He warns her, 
then, not to rouse his anger: “Siegmund is to die; this be the Val- 
kyrie’s work!” He rushes away, blind-mad with the fury of frustra- 
tion and despair, and disappears among the rocks, leaving Bryn- 
hilde terrified and bewildered. 


12 


The tremendous monologue, that seems long only to those who 
merely feel that Wotan is telling them something they know al- 
ready and have no inward eye and ear for the drama that is being 
played out in the God’s tortured soul and for the new emotional 
life given to it in his tragic retrospect of it, is necessarily built up, 
for the most part, on reference after reference to the motives as- 
sociated with each person, each episode of the story told. But they 
are not merely pasted in at the appropriate spots; they have a psy- 
chological life of their own, and take on new musical forms and 
colours now in congruence with Wotan’s changing emotions. At 
the point, for instance, where he foresees the doom that will fall 
on the Gods when a son is born to Alberich, the Walhall motive 
undergoes this sombre mutation: 


Musing affectionately on the distress of “War-father”, Bryn- 
hilde, sad at heart, takes up her weapons, dons them again, and 
sighs for the Volsung hero whom she must abandon to his fate. 
Slowly she makes her way to the back of the stage, to the melan- 
choly strain of No. 81. As she reaches the mountain summit the 
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Flight motive comes out hurriedly once more in the orchestra: 
Brynhilde has caught sight of Siegmund and Sieglinde approach- 
ing through the gorge. She watches their movements for a mo- 
ment, then disappears into the cave in which she had left her 
horse. 

The Volsung pair enter. Sieglinde, flying in blind terror from 
the pursuing Hunding, would press on, exhausted as she is, but 
Siegmund tries gently to restrain her. At last he succeeds in bring- 
ing her to the stone seat, where she throws her arms passionately 
round his neck, remains thus a moment, and then breaks away 
from him again in panic, wildly urging him to leave the woman 
who has brought this woe on herself and him. To the first rapture 
of love has succeeded horror and self-loathing: “scorn I bring on 
my brother, shame to the friend who freed me”. For any shame 
she may feel, Siegmund replies, Hunding shall pay with his life 
“when Nothung at his heart shall gnaw”. The horn-calls of the 
pursuers are heard, pounding out the sinister Hunding rhythm; 
the kinsmen and the bloodhounds are on her track, she cries dis- 
tractedly, and some rending dissonances in trumpets and horns 
graphically depict her frenzy. Then, in sheer exhaustion, she melts 
again and throws herself on his breast, but once more starts up in 
terror as the ominous calls boom out again. In imagination she 
sees the hounds tearing at Siegmund’s flesh, their fangs fastened 
in him, the Sword in splinters, the ash-tree splitting and crashing; 
and with a last cry of “Brother! my brother! Siegmund!” she sinks 
fainting into his arms. While the orchestra gives out poignant rem- 
iniscences of their love music in the first act (No. 52) he bends 
over her anxiously, finds that she is still breathing, presses a long 
kiss on her brow, and seats himself on the rock with her head rest- 
ing on his lap, in which position both remain during the scene 
that follows. 


13 


After a long, expressive silence Brynhilde comes out of the cave, 
leading her horse by the bridle, strides slowly and solemnly to- 
wards them, and pauses to contemplate the man whose fate lies in 
her unwilling hands. The brass gives out quietly the solemn mo- 
tive of Death: 
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The chords marked A, with their curiously impressive crescendo 
and diminuendo, are more particularly associated in the sequel 
with the Annunciation of Death which it is the duty of the Val- 
kyrie to bring to the hero at Wotan’s command. As she stands gaz- 
ing earnestly at him, holding shield and spear in one hand while 
the other rests on the neck of her horse, the orchestra gives out 
the quietest of reminiscences of the Walhall motive — that Wal- 
hall in which the Volsung will soon join the ranks of Wotan’s 
brave and faithful ones. When at last she addresses Siegmund by 
name it is to an arresting modulation in the wood wind. She bids 
him look at her; she has come, she tells him, to summon him 
hence. With the orchestra playing incessantly on No. 83 and the 
Walhall motive she answers the questions he puts to her: 


Death-fated men 
alone behold me; 
who sees my face 
must forth from the light of life. 
On the war-field alone 
I come to heroes; 
him whom I greet 
I choose him for my own. 


Question and answer succeed each other until the whole story is 
told: she is going to take him to Walhall, to join the hallowed band 
of fallen heroes about Wotan; there he will find his father Wiilse, 
and smiling Wish-maidens who will hand him the festive cup; but 
Sieglinde he will see no more. At these last words of hers he bends 
gently over Sieglinde, kisses her softly on the brow, then turns 
tranquilly to the Valkyrie again: 


Then greet for me Walhall, 
greet for me Wotan, 
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greet for me Walse 
and all the heroes; 
greet too the gracious 
wish-maidens: — 

to them Ill follow thee not! 


Gravely she reminds him, to an impressive modification of No. 83: 
No. 84 


— 
eo SO ra Same 


that having seen the Valkyrie’s withering glance he must now fare 
forth with her: all his courage will be of no avail, for death always 
prevails, and it is death that she is bringing him. To what hero 
must he fall? Siegmund asks. “Hunding’s hand deals the blow”, is 
the reply. He smiles scornfully at her: it is Hunding who will die, 
and Hunding whom, if she lusts for strife and death, she can take 
with her to Walhall. Gently and solemnly she once more bids him 
hearken to her: it is he who must die today: the Sword on which 
he counts will fail him, for he who gave it now withdraws the 
spell from it. 

Siegmund bends tenderly over Sieglinde again in an outburst of 
grief at his father Walse’s betrayal of him: 


O shame on him 
who bestowed the sword, 
to make me my foeman’s scorn! 
If I must fall then, 
I go not to Walhall: 
Hella* take me to her! 


Yet if on my anguish 
thine eyes would feast, 
then gloat upon my grief now; 
let my pain comfort 
1 The Goddess of the underworld. 
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thy pitiless heart: 
but of Walhall’s paltry raptures 
prithee speak not to me! 


14 


This is the turning-point in the action. Brynhilde, deeply moved 
by this devotion, begs him to give Sieglinde into her protection: 


thy wife trust to me 
for the babe’s dear sake, 
the pure pledge of her passion for thee. 


His reply is that no one shall protect her but himself, and if he 
must die he will slay her first. As he draws his sword to kill her, 
Brynhilde’s sympathy overmasters her. In a passionate outburst, 
to the accompaniment of a striking orchestral foreshadowing of 
the idiom of Tristan, she declares that Sieglinde shall live, nor shall 
Siegmund be parted from her. She will thwart the death-doom; 
he shall triumph in the fight. As the ominous horn-calls peal out in 
the distance again she tells him to take up his sword and strike 
without fear, for the steel and the Valkyrie’s help will both prove 
true. She rushes away with her horse and disappears in the gorge 
on the right, Siegmund looking after her with joy and relief, while 
the orchestra pours out an excited and exultant flood of tone. 

The stage darkens, heavy thunderclouds descending upon the 
background and gradually enveloping the rocks, the gorge and 
the hills. Siegmund broods tenderly over the sleeping Sieglinde: 
“so slumber still”, he says, “until the fight be o’er and peace doth 
end thy pain”; while the orchestra breathes softly some of the 
themes associated with the pair in the first act, such as No. 52 and 
No. 64 (the Spring Song). But the sounds of the pursuers have 
meantime been drawing nearer and nearer, until at last a cow- 
horn (behind the scenes ), blaring out the rhythm of No. 56, rouses 
Siegmund from his dreams. He starts up resolutely with drawn 
sword, hastens to the background, and at the mountain top disap- 
pears in the dark thunderclouds, from which a flash of lightning 
breaks. The cow-horn sounds again, more insistently than before. 

Sieglinde begins to move restlessly in her dreams. The violas 
give out a short melody: 
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which the sufferers from Wagnerphobia assure us Wagner bor- 
rowed from Liszt. Memories of her childhood, her wedding, and 
the destruction of the Volsung home rise in her: “Would that our 
father were home!” she mutters: “with the boy he still roams in 
the woods. Mother! Mother! I tremble with fear: how harsh and 
hateful seem all these strangers! Misty vapours darken the air; 
fiery tongues are flaming towards us; the house is burning. Brother! 
Siegmund! Siegmund!” A crash of thunder and a vivid lightning- 
flash awake her; she leaps up and gazes round her with increasing 
terror as the storm lashes the scene and Hunding’s horn-call 
sounds again, this time quite close. His hoarse voice is heard from 
the pass at the back, calling on Wehwalt to stand and face him. 
He is answered by the voice of Siegmund, who, further away in 
the gorge, asks this enemy of his where he is hiding. Not weapon- 
less is he now, he cries, for from the ash-tree’s great stem he had 
plucked the Sword he now wields, a Sword that will make a mock- 
ery of Fricka’s protection of his foe. 


15 


In another lightning-flash the two men become visible, locked 
in combat. Sieglinde gives a despairing cry of “Stay your hands, 
ye madmen! Slay me first!”, and runs towards the pass; but an- 
other flash that breaks out over the two men makes her reel back 
as if blinded. Through the mounting excitement in the orchestra 
the Valkyrie motive (No. 74), accompanied by the Sword motive 
in the trumpet, tears its way in the trombones as Brynhilde sud- 
denly becomes visible, hovering above Siegmund and guarding 
him with her shield. But just as he is aiming a blow at Hunding a 
red glow appears in the clouds to the left, and by the light of it 
we see Wotan standing over Hunding and holding out his spear in 
front of Siegmund. At his angry “Recoil from my spear! Splintered 
be the Sword!” Brynhilde shrinks back in terror: Siegmund’s 
sword snaps on the God’s spear, and Hunding buries his own 
weapon in the unarmed man’s breast. Wotan, as the Treaty mo- 
tive (No. 18) striding downwards in the bass instruments of the 
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orchestra reminds us, has remembered and is keeping his pledged 
word, upon which his moral power is based. 

Through the vague light that now takes possession of the stage 
we dimly see Brynhilde running to Sieglinde, who, hearing Sieg- 
mund’s death sigh, has fallen to the ground as if lifeless, while the 
orchestra throws together in stark apposition the opening of the 
Volsung motive (No. 58 A) and the fateful form of the Annuncia- 
tion of Death motive shown in No. 84. She lifts Sieglinde on to her 
horse, which is standing near the gorge at the side, and disappears 
with her. When the clouds that envelop the stage divide, Hunding 
is seen driving his spear into the breast of the dead Siegmund, 
and Wotan standing by his side on a rock,* leaning on his spear 
and gazing with infinite sadness at the hero’s body. He has done 
what Fricka had exacted of him, as the Treaty motive making its 
slow way down in ’cellos and basses again reminds us, and is now 
free once more to feel and act for himself. “Get hence, slave!” he 
says with bitter scorn. “Kneel before Fricka: tell her that Wotan’s 
spear has avenged what wrought her shame. Go! Go!”, and at a 
contemptuous wave of his hand Hunding falls dead.” Wagner has 
marked the whole passage double piano and piano; but some sing- 
ers make the mistake of hurling the “Go! Go!” at Hunding’s head 
in a vehement forte. They have missed the psychological nuance 
of the situation: at that moment Wotan is too sunk in grief at his 
own betrayal of Siegmund to do any storming. The tempest breaks 
a little later: he remembers Brynhilde’s flouting of his will, and in 
an access of rage cries woe upon her: “harshly will I punish her 
crime, if my steed be as swift as her flight!” He disappears in thun- 
der and lightning in pursuit of her, a brief orchestral postlude de- 
picting the fury of his purpose. 
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From the Prose Sketch we learn that the wild landscape in 
which the opening scene of the third act is set is the customary 


1 In the Prose Sketch of 1852 Wagner says that at this point Wotan appears 
to Hunding “as Walse”. This little touch was of course not carried over into 
the poem. The reader will recall that in the Sketch Wotan had appeared as 
Walse in the first act, “in the form of an oldish man with grey hair and beard 
and only one eye, with a round hat and a grey cloak”. 

? As has been pointed out earlier, Wagner has carelessly carried over into 
the poem here a feature that was valid only for the Sketch. 
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rendezvous of the Valkyries “when they return from their various 
expeditions in order to ride back to Walhall”. 

Wagner takes advantage of the picturesque opportunities pre: 
sented by this conception to write a large-scale piece of descrip- 
tive music. The thematic bases of it are naturally the Valkyries’ 
motive (No. 74), the characteristic “Hojotoho!” (No. 76), and a 
pictorial figure, suggestive of the mad course of the Valkyries 
through the air: 


No. 86 


that had been already hinted at in the orchestra at Brynhilde’s 
first appearance in act two. (What was probably the full theme 
of the Valkyries in its earliest form has come down to us on a frag- 
ment of music paper presented by Wagner on the 23rd July 1851 
to a young Swiss enthusiast, Robert Radecke, whose acquaintance 
he had just made. There the words and the melody run thus: 

No. 87 


Nach Su-den wir zie- hen, Sie-ge zu zeu- gen, 


kampf-en-den Heer - en zu_ kie~sen das Loos; 


The reader who knows his Ring will not need to be told that these 
words do not appear anywhere in the Valkyrie poem. They come 
from the Siegfried’s Death of 1848, in which, it will be remem- 
bered, there was a scene (not carried over into the present Twi- 
light of the Gods) in which the Valkyries visited Brynhilde’s rock 
en masse to condole with her on her punishment by Wotan; and 
the words of No. 87 are the first two of the four lines they sing as 
they ride away again into the storm. It would be interesting to 
know how many more of the musical motives of the present tetral- 
ogy were conceived for use in Siegfried’s Death). 

These three motives, together with such realistic effects as the 
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thunderous gallop and the panting and whinnying of the horses, 
are all that Wagner requires to build up the huge structure of the 
exciting first scene of the third act. 

The stage shows us the summit of a rocky mountain, with a 
pine-wood on the right, and on the left the entrance to a cave; 
the background is occupied by rocks of various heights that form 
the verge of a precipice. When the curtain rises, Gerhilde, Ort- 
linde, Waltraute and Schwertleite are already assembled on the 
rocky point above the cave. They hail each other, and are an- 
swered by a Valkyrie on horseback in the air, who, as a lightning- 
flash rends the clouds, becomes visible in the distance with a slain 
warrior hanging across her saddle. One by one the sisters arrive 
and are greeted joyously by those already on the scene. They in- 
dulge in savage merriment; the horses with the bodies have been 
left in the adjacent wood, and the lifetime enmity of the dead he- 
roes now communicates itself to the animals, who, we gather, 
have to be separated to keep them from attacking each other. 
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The eight Valkyries are on the point of riding off together to 
Walhall when they observe that one of them, Brynhilde, is miss- 
ing: 

Till she comes hither, 
here must we bide: 
War-father grimmest 
greeting would give, 
saw he not her in our midst. 


At last they catch sight of her in the distance, spurring her pant- 
ing horse Grane towards the rock. There is something with her on 
her saddle, but this, to their astonishment, proves to be a woman. 
At last she enters on foot from the wood, leading and supporting 
Sieglinde, and breathlessly appealing for aid in her need: for the 
first time, she tells them, she is not the pursuer but the pursued, 
for War-father hunts her close. They do not understand; but Ort- 
linde and Waltraute, looking from the summit of the mountain, see 
a thundercloud approaching from the north, and in it War-father 
driving his steed furiously towards them. He is accompanied all 
the time by the pounding of the motive of the Need of the Gods 
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(No. 81); it is destiny, more than personal anger, that is urging 
him on relentlessly to punish his rebellious child. 

Brynhilde hurriedly makes clear to the others what has hap- 
pened: the fainting woman with her is Sieglinde, Siegmund’s sis- 
ter and bride; Brynhilde had disobeyed War-father’s command to 
desert Siegmund in his fight with Hunding, and now retribution 
is about to fall on Sieglinde: 


Woe to the woman 
if he find her here; 
to all of the Volsungs 
ruin he threatens! 
Who'll lend me the swiftest 
horse in my need, 
to bear the woman away? 


The horrified Valkyries refuse to lend her a horse, for fear of Wo- 
tan. Sieglinde breaks in on her piteous appeals for help; she re- 
pulses the protecting arm that Brynhilde would throw round her, 
reproaches her for saving her life when Siegmund had died, and 
implores her to strike her sword through her heart. But Brynhilde 
exhorts her to cling to life for the sake of the child that Siegmund 
has left with her as a pledge of his love; “a Volsung thou bearest 
to him!” Sieglinde starts violently, then turns in exaltation to Bryn- 
hilde: “Rescue me, brave one”, she cries; “rescue my babe! Shelter 
me, o maids, with your shields!” 

The clouds pile up at the back, the thunder rolls nearer, and the 
terrified Valkyries distractedly urge Brynhilde to fly with the 
woman, for help her themselves they dare not. Sieglinde falls on 
her knees to Brynhilde, who raises her as a resolution suddenly 
takes shape within her; she bids her fly to safety, while she herself 
will stay and face Wotan. But where is Sieglinde to go? The Val- 
kyries tell her of a wood that stretches away to the eastward, 
where Fafner, changed into a dragon, lies in a cavern guarding the 
Ring. It is no place for a suffering woman, they say; but Bryn- 
hilde remembers that Wotan dreads the spot and shuns it. As the 
God draws nearer she tells Sieglinde hurriedly to fly to the wood, 
be brave and defiant there, enduring hunger and thirst, thorns 
and rough ways, for in her womb she bears “the world’s most won- 
derful hero”. She gives her the fragments of Siegmund’s sword 
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which she has carried under her armour, and exhorts her to pre- 
serve them for the child, whose name is to be “Siegfried, who 
shall rejoice in victory”; and the vigorous motive that is to be 
identified with the future hero of the Ring is heard in the horns: 


No. 88 


Animato 


No. 89 


Herr - lich-ste Maid! 
No = blest of maids! 


which will be used in the closing bars of the Twilight of the Gods 
to symbolise Redemption by Love. For Siegmund’s sake, she says, 
she will save the child; then she bids Brynhilde farewell and has- 


tens away to the wood. 


18 


The storm has increased in violence, and the approach of Wo- 
tan is heralded by a fiery glow that breaks out in the background, 
to the right. His voice, magnified by a speaking trumpet, is heard 
through the thunder, bidding Brynhilde stay and face him. For a 
while she had stood watching Sieglinde’s flight; now she returns, 
full of anxiety, to the centre of the stage. In response to a last des- 
perate appeal to her sisters to shield her from the wrath of the 
God they draw themselves up in a body on the rocky peak, con- 
cealing her in their midst. In mounting excitement they describe 
the coming of War-father, breathing revenge. At last he enters 
from the little wood and strides furiously towards them, asking 
where is Brynhilde, and threatening them with his anger if they 
conceal her from him. In a brief ensemble in which their agitated 
cries ascend in wave on wave they try to appease his wrath, but in 
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vain. He upbraids them for their womanish weakness: was it from 
him, he asks, they got this craven spirit, from him, who had reared 
them to be hard and ruthless, to fare with joy to the combat: 


and ye wild ones now weep and whine 
when my wrath doth a traitor chastise? 


He tells them, to the accompaniment of the tragic motive of the 
Need of the Gods (No. 81), what Brynhilde’s crime has been: 


No one but she 
knew all the depths of my musing; 
No one but she 
saw to the spring of my spirit! 
‘Twas she shaped 
into deed what I had but wished: — 
and now our holiest 
bond hath she broke, 
the faithless one 
my own will hath defied, 
my sacred command 
openly scorned, 
*gainst myself the weapon she turned 
that my will alone made hers! 


He summons her to come forth and meet her accuser and receive 
the scourging she has earned. 

The music softens suddenly as Brynhilde emerges from the 
midst of the Valkyries, comes down humbly, but with firm steps, 
from the rock, and pauses a short distance from the God: “Here 
stand I, father”, she says quietly; “pronounce thou my punish- 
ment.” Her sentence she herself has shaped, he tells her passion- 
ately. His will alone had brought her into being, and against his 
will she had worked; her sole duty had been to carry out his com- 
mands, yet she had dared to command against him; his Wish- 
maid she had been, yet against his will she had dared to wish; 
Shield-maid she had been to him, yet against him she had raised 
her shield; Lot-chooser she was, yet a lot against him she had 
chosen; Hero-stirrer he had created her to be, yet against him 
she had stirred up heroes. “What once thou wert, I have told thee; 
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what now thou art, that say to thyself: Wish-maid and Valkyrie 
thou art no more.” 

We catch a glimpse of the heartbreak at the core of his anger as 
he goes on to pronounce sentence on her. The motive representa- 
tive of her as the Announcer of Death (No. 85) receives a great 
lyrical expansion: 


No. go 


Nicht weis’ ich dir mehr Hel-den zur Wal; nicht 
No more farst thou forth war-riors to seek; no 


fuhrst du mehr Sie- ger in mei- en Saal: 
more bringst thou her- oes to fill my hall: 


as he tells her, in lines of much poetic beauty, that no more will 
he send her out to find him heroes and bring them to him in Wal- 
hall; no more, at the Gods’ festal banquet, will his best-loved one 
fill his drinking-horn; no more his dear child’s mouth will he kiss; 
the company of the Gods will own her no longer; she will be an 
outcast from them, “for broken now is our bond, and thou for ever 
art banned from my sight”; and the theme of Wotan as the guard- 
ian of treaties (No. 13), tearing its way downwards in trombones 
and tuba, gives us the clue to the compulsion under which he is 
now acting as he does. 

“All thou hast given, then, thou takest away?” asks Brynhilde 
sadly. No, he replies; one who shall come shall take it all, for here 
on this rock shall she await the fate he has decreed for her; 


defenceless in sleep 
bound shalt thou lie: 
that man shall master the maid 
who shall find her and wake her from sleep. 


The Valkyries break into a wail of protest; coming down from the 
rock they group themselves round Brynhilde, half-kneeling before 
Wotan and imploring him to relent. Angrily he repeats his deci- 
sion: their faithless sister shall be found and mastered by a hus- 
band, 
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by the hearth to sit and spin, 
to all mockers a sport and shame. 


His anger mounts as Brynhilde sinks to the ground with a cry and 
the Valkyries recoil from her. Harshly he bids them leave her to 
her fate, unless they wish to share her punishment with her. They 
separate with wild cries and run into the adjoining wood, from 
which there soon comes a great clamour (No. 86 in frenzied 
waves ). Black clouds gather about the cliffs; and by a lightning- 
flash the Valkyries are seen, with loose bridles, crowded together 
and riding away, to the strains of No. 74. 


19 


Gradually the tempest dies down, the clouds disperse, and the 
calm of twilight, merging gradually into night, descends upon the 
scene. Wotan and Brynhilde are now alone, she lying in utter 
abasement at his feet. A long and solemn silence is broken first of 
all by the melody of No. 90 in the veiled melancholy tones of the 
bass clarinet, then by a new motive, beginning in the same instru- 
ment and continuing in the ‘cellos and basses and then in the cor 
anglais, symbolical of the Volsung Love that lies deep down in 
Wotan’s hurt and angry heart: 

No. 91 


Lento 


PigeCier Cellos Basses 


No.g2 ee 


Bass: D 


will rank later as an independent motive. (Both No. 91 and No. 
92 derive from No. 79, which at its first appearance in the scene 
between Wotan and Fricka has been styled the motive of Dejec- 
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tion. Once more we realise the absurdity of trying to fasten a Wag- 
nerian motive down to a fixed verbal formula. The phrase is psy- 
chologically complex in the way that only music can be; it voices 
the grief of Wotan, evoked at one time by the call on him to aban- 
don Siegmund and surrender his dream of a rescuing Volsung 
hero, at another time his sorrow both at the shattering of his hopes 
in that respect and at the necessity of eternal separation from 
Brynhilde. So again with the figure of No. 84, which reappears, in 
the course of the present scene, in the ’cellos at one point: it has 
nothing to do now, as it formerly had, with the Annunciation of 
Death, but recurs spontaneously to Wagner as the most fitting ex- 
pression of Brynhilde’s grief at her banishment from Wotan and 
Walhalla). 

During the sad dialogue that follows, Nos. 91 and 92 keep wind- 
ing their melancholy way through the orchestral texture in one 
instrument after another, but mostly in the poignant timbres of 
oboe or cor anglais. The Valkyrie timidly asks if her deed was in 
truth so shameful as to merit such a scourging, such abasement: 


Look in my eyes then: 

silence thy rage, 

master thy wrath, 

make clearer to me 

the hidden guilt, 
that thou set’st thy face like a stone, 
and dost turn from thy favourite child. 


“Ask of thy deed itself”, the God replies gloomily; “thy guilt it will 
show thee.” She urges that she had but carried out his order to 
fight for the Volsung; it was true that he had revoked it, but, she 
pleads, only after Fricka had imposed her will on him and made 
him false to his purpose. In her mutinous pride, he rejoins, she had 
presumed to substitute her own wisdom for his. Gradually gaining 
confidence, she tells him how she had pierced beneath his words 
to what lay in his heart; her love had seen what he had striven to 
hide even from himself — that he desired the victory of Siegmund; 
and when she had looked into the hero’s eyes and seen the distress 
of his soul at the thought of parting from Sieglinde she had been 
filled with pity and love for him, and felt that for her to disobey 
the God's command would be the highest form of obedience to 


536 


THE VALKYRIE 


his secret will. Wagner's imagination strikes out a new figure of 
grief (not a motive): 


upon which he allows himself the luxury of playing for a consid- 
erable time as Brynhilde describes the emotions that had pos- 
sessed her in her dialogue with Siegmund. When she tells how 
she had disobeyed Wotan’s decree because she had recognised 
that the love that filled her own heart was one with the love of 
Wotan for the Volsungs, No. 92 suddenly becomes luminously 
transfigured: 


No. 94 
Largamente 


And when the God says “So didst thou do what myself would fain 
have done, yet what ne’er could be, by fate doubly forbid”, we 
find Wagner unexpectedly taking up again the figure shown in 
No. 85, where it had accompanied Sieglinde’s words “Would that 
our father were home! With the boy still he roams in the woods!” 
It now assumes the following form: 


col gva throughout 
being combined, as will be seen, with No. 94. Precisely what psy- 
chological significance Nos. 85 and 95 had for Wagner it is impos- 
sible to say. 
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Wotan opens out his whole heart now to this beloved child of 
his. He tells her of his own distress all this long while; he had 
sought to bury his sorrow for ever under the ruins of the world he 
so loved; she, not knowing, not understanding, had listened only 
to the voice of love, 


while I, gall of the Gods’ 
bitterest anguish must drink. 


For a time the music is of a melting tenderness: then Wotan re- 
sumes more drily. She must follow her heart’s own folly now to the 
end; from him she had turned away, and he can no longer work 
through her or take counsel with her. Her reply is quiet and sim- 
ple. Unfit was she for him, for to her foolish mind one thing only 
had seemed good — to love whatever he loved. Yet she asks him 
not to forget that in dishonouring her he will dishonour the im- 
mortal part of himself, soiling himself in shaming her. 

Still hard and unrelenting, he tells her that as she has chosen 
love, now she must follow as her master the man who shall com- 
pel her love. Then let it be, she begs him, no common, worthless 
man who shall take possession of her. The more bitterly he re- 
fuses, the more ardently and intimately she pleads. She reminds 
him of the Volsung race he had bred, which she had preserved 
from destruction by saving Sieglinde and her child, together with 
the Sword the God had shaped for Siegmund. At this last re- 
minder of his hopes and his frustration his anger rises again. He 
will hear no more, he says; she must submit to her fate; he cannot 
choose for her: 


as from me thou didst turn, 
I turn from thee; 
I may not know 
what now thou dost wish: 
thy chastisement 

must I see fulfilled. 


Her punishment is to lie bound and weaponless in deep slumber 
and become the wife of the man who shall find and waken her. 
The orchestra gives out softly the mysterious, lulling motive of 
Magic Sleep: 
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She falls on her knees before him and breaks out in passionate 
protest: if she is to be bound in fetters of sleep, let him surround 
the rock with such terrors that only the freest and greatest of he- 
roes will brave them. Foreshadowings in the minor: 

No. 97 


of what will develop later into the motive of Brynhilde’s Slumber 
play continuously about her words. Wotan refuses her request: 
“Too much thou cravest, too great this grace!” She repeats it more 
urgently: let him slay her with his spear, let him destroy her ut- 
terly, but not inflict woeful shame on her. Then, in wild exaltation, 
she asks him to surround the rock with a fire that will consume any 
craven who dares approach it. Fire motives from the Rhinegold 
(Nos. 22 and 24) combine with the Valkyrie motive (No. 74) to 
give point to her appeal. 

At last Wotan’s heart melts. To a mighty surge of orchestral 
tone, in which we hear the Slumber motive now defining itself in 
its true form: 


he raises Brynhilde to her feet, gazes, profoundly moved, into her 
eyes, and begins his great farewell to her: 


Leb’ wohl, du kth - nes, herr - lich-es Kind! 
Fare - well, thou val ~ tant, glo - ri-ous child! 


If he must really part from her: 
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Muss iichdich mei - den, und darf nicht 
Must I then leave thee, my lov ~- tng 


min - nig mein Gruss dich_ mehr gruss - en, 

greet - tng no more may I give thee, 
if no more she shall hand him the mead-cup at the banquets of 
the Gods, he will at least engirdle her rock with “such a bridal 
fire as ne’er yet has burned for a bride”, a fire that will strike fear 
into the heart of all but the boldest: 


For one alone winneth the bride, 
one freer than I, the God! 


The flames seem already to leap out from the orchestra: and as he 
speaks of the one who alone shall win her the Siegfried motive 
(No. 88) raises its head prophetically. 

While the orchestra luxuriates in developments of No. 98 he 
folds her m a loving embrace, and suddenly all becomes tender- 
ness again as the Slumber motive takes on a new form and now 
runs a long symphonic course: 


as the God savours for the last time the honey of this vast love of 
his: 
Thine eyes so lustrous and pure, 
that, smiling, oft I caressed, 
when my fond kiss 
thy courage won thee, 
when heroes’ laud 
from thy honied lips 
in childish lispings flowed forth: 
these unclouded, glorious eyes, 
that oft have lightened my gloom, 
when hopeless longing 
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my heart had wasted, 
when worldly pleasures 


I wished to win me, 
by fear fettered and maddened. 


Till there comes the motive of the Last Greeting: 
No. 102 


Zum letz + ten Mal letz” es mich heut’ mit des 
Their gleam once more glad - dens me now, as my 


Le - be-woh - les letz - tem Kuss! 
lips meet thine in loves ast kiss} 


Their gleam once more 
gladdens me now, 
as my lips meet thine 
in love’s last kiss! 
On hero more blesséd 
haply they'll beam: 
on me, care-ridden God, 
now must thou close them for ever. 
For so turns 
the God from thee now, 
so kisses thy godhead away! 


“He imprints a long kiss on her eyes”, say the stage directions, 
“and she sinks back in his arms with closed eyes, unconsciousness 
gently stealing over her.” For some time not a word is spoken, the 
orchestra saying all that is in the heart of each of them in a quiet 
meditation on Nos. 96 and 98. “He leads her tenderly to a low 
mossy bank underneath a broad-branched fir-tree, and there lays 
her down. He contemplates her, then closes her helmet. His eyes 
rest for a time on the form of the sleeping maiden, whom he now 
covers completely with the great steel shield of the Valkyrie. He 
moves slowly away, then turns round once more with a sorrowful 
look. He goes with solemn decision to the centre of the stage and 
turns his Spear-point towards a large rock.” He strikes it three 
times with his Spear and summons Loge to appear and encircle 
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the fell with his fire, which at once, to the characteristic Loge mo- 
tives, flames out on all sides. With a final command: 


He who my spear-point’s 
sharpness feareth 
ne'er breaks through this fierce-flaming fire! 


he stretches out his Spear, as if imposing a spell: then he turns 
and departs, twice looking back sorrowfully at his child. The last 
word is left to the orchestra, first of all intoning the Siegfried mo- 
tive (No. 88), then playing with the lambent Fire motives. At one 
point No. 98 is combined contrapuntally with No. 102 in this 
fashion: 


(The decorative inner parts are omitted from the quotation). The 
Slumber motive is heard again, followed by the fateful No. 83 A, 
and as the fire music fades away in the orchestra the curtain falls. 
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Siegfried 


] 


F all the characters who had figured in the first drama 

or the Ring only one, Alberich, was destined to play a 

He yd part in the last. In the new world in which Siegfried is 

; set, Wotan appears not in propria persona but only as 

the Wanderer. Mime survives for a while from the Rhinegold; so 

also does Fafner, but in his changed form as Dragon. Alberich re- 

mains what he was at the beginning and will be to the end. Bryn- 

hilde is taken over from the Valkyrie, but psychologically trans- 

formed, though the transformation is not as complete as it will 

become in the Twilight of the Gods. Erda, as before, is less a char- 

acter than a nature-symbol. Siegfried, on whose unconscious 

shoulders now falls the burden Wotan had laid down, is entirely 
new. 

The prelude to Siegfried is psychological; it reveals what is 
passing, not only at the moment when the new work opens but 
always, in the mind of Mime,’ who has never ceased to brood on 
1 Mime should not be the feeble, pitiful, sympathy-cadging figure that is 
made of him in most of the performances we see. He is a thing of evil, and, 
in his debased way, of power for evil. Wagner’s conception of him is to be 
seen in a passage in the stage directions of Young Siegfried that was not re- 
produced in the present opera. “He is small and bent, somewhat deformed 
and hobbling. His head is abnormally large, his face a dark ashen colour and 
wrinkled, his eyes small and piercing, with red rims, his grey beard long and 
scrubby, his head bald and covered with a red cap. He wears a dark grey 
smock with a broad belt about his loins: feet bare, with thick coarse soles 
underneath. There must be nothing approaching caricature in all this: his 
aspect, when he is quiet, must simply be eerie; it is only in moments of ex- 
treme excitement that he becomes outwardly ludicrous, but never too un- 
couth. His voice is husky and harsh; but this again ought of itself never to 
provoke the listener to laughter.” (Italics mine). 

Nor must Alberich be the purely grotesque figure we generally see on 
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the problem of the Ring — how to gain possession of it and make 
himself master of the world. In the Nibelheim scene of the Rhine- 
gold we saw him musing mournfully on his subjection to Alberich, 
on the cause of it, the possibility of escape from it, to a curious 
little figure in thirds in the bassoons. It is with this motive of Re- 
flection (No. 35), still in the bassoons, that Wagner begins the 
prelude to Siegfried: 
No.104 
Moderato 


etc, 


87): 


etc, 


as he goes on with his smithing to the familiar motive from the 


Rhinegold: 


to which, as will be seen, is conjoined the motive of the Servitude 
of the Nibelungs (No. 33). This latter swells to a great moan as 
Mime reflects on his unhappy lot and his impotence to remedy it. 
Then his thoughts turn to the all-important Ring (No. 8 in the 
wood wind). If only he could possess himself of that! But how? 
Only a stronger arm than his, and a weapon better than any he 
has ever succeeded in making, will ever subdue the monstrous 
Dragon; and the bass trumpet, giving out the Sword motive (No. 
48) softly, hints at what that weapon shall be. 


the stage: for all his ugliness there must be a certain grandeur about him. 
“He resembles”, says Wagner in Young Siegfried, “Mime in every respect 
[ie. in that they are brothers]; only his appearance and his expression in- 
variably make a more serious and indeed nobler effect.” 
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As he plunges afresh into his work with the frenzy of despair 


the curtain rises, showing a rocky cavern with two natural en- 
trances from the forest, one in the background (right), the other, 
a broader one, also at the back but sideways. On the left, against 
the wall, the rocks of the cave shape themselves into a great 
smith’s forge, the chimney of which, also natural, goes up through 
the roof; only the bellows are artificial. Near by are a big anvil 
and other smith’s implements. At the anvil sits Mime, tapping 
away with a small hammer at a sword in the making. He is mani- 
festly uneasy and out of spirits. At last he gives it up. All is in 
vain, he complains; the youth whom he harbours in his cave has 
once again commanded him to make him a sword, but the best 
that Mime has hitherto been able to make, though fit for any gi- 
ant, has been shattered by the malapert boy at a single stroke, as 
though it were a toy for a child! Peevishly he throws the sword 
down on the anvil, puts his arms akimbo, and, to the accompani- 
ment of No. 104, stares moodily at the ground. “I know no sword”, 
he says, “that the boy could not break, except one forged from the 
fragments of Nothung. But all my skill does not suffice for the 
welding of that; and even could I achieve it it would bring me 
nothing but shame.” The old torturing thought of his impotence 
fills his mind as the Dragon motive heaves like a brute mass in the 
depths of the orchestra in the tuba: 


There in the dark forest lurks Fafner, his huge bulk stretched 
across the Hoard. Only Siegfried could slay him, and he only with 
the so-desired sword: “and I cannot weld it”, Mime wails shrilly, 
“this sword!” Once more he sets to work in hopeless dejection at 
the steel on the anvil: 


I tinker and hammer it 

at the boy’s behest; 
one blow and he'll break it to bits, 
and scoff and scold at the smith! 


and again he lets the hammer fall from his poor puny hand. 
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As he does so a merry “Hoiho!” is heard from without, and the 
young Siegfried, accompanied by a motive that will henceforth 
characterise him to the end: 


No.108 
Allegro assat SET TE 


enters impetuously from the wood. He is wearing a rough forest- 
er’s dress; a silver horn hangs on a chain from his neck; he is 
leading a great bear by a bast-rope and setting it with wanton 
boyish humour at the frightened Mime. The dwarf drops the 
sword in terror and cowers behind the forge, the boy pursuing 
him with gay laughter: he has brought the bear, he explains, to 
ask in person for the sword. He releases the brute, gives him a 
stroke on the back with the rope, and sends him lumbering off 
into the wood, whereupon Mime, trembling all over, comes out 
from behind the forge: he never objects, he tells the boy, to his 
killing bears, but to bring them alive into the cave is going a little 
too far. 

Sitting down to recover from his laughter, Siegfried explains 
that he had gone out into the wood hoping to find some compan- 
ion more to his liking than the dwarf; he had sounded his horn 
(No. 108), and out of the bush had come a bear and growled at 
him; and, for lack of something better, Siegfried had accepted 
him as at any rate an improvement on the dwarf; so he had bridled 
him and brought him to ask about the sword. His usual self again 
now, Mime takes the sword from the anvil and hands it to the 
boy, singing its praises as sharp enough even for him. But sharp- 
ness and brightness are nothing, Siegfried tells him, if the steel be 
not hard and true. Passing his hand over it he rejects it as merely 
a useless toy, not a sword but “a pitiful pin”; and smiting it on 
the anvil he breaks it into splinters. Then, to a lively new motive, 
characteristic of his youthful impetuosity: 
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which accompanies him all through his harangue, he vents his 
rage on the terrified Mime. What does the wretched boaster and 
bungler mean by fobbing him off with a piece of trash of this sort? 
He is always prating of battles and giants and great deeds and 
weapons of might; yet when Siegfried essays the swords he has 
made for him they break in twain at his first grip on them. Were 
not the pitiful old imp, he continues, too vile for his hate he would 
break him in pieces, him and his sword. “Then would my torment 
have an end!”; and he throws himself in a raging temper on a 
stone seat. 

Mime has prudently kept out of his way during this tempest, 
which goes on raging in the orchestra (No. 109) after Siegfried 
has ceased railing. He tries the line of suave cajolery. Why is the 
boy so petulant? he asks him. How is it that he, Mime, can never 
please him, try as he will? To a new motive, a rhythmical modifi- 
cation of No. 82: 


No.110 moderato 


he appeals to his sense of gratitude: “thou shouldst be obedient to 
Mime, who always thinks but of thee”. The sulking boy turns to 
the wall, presenting his back to the dwarf, who stands for a mo- 
ment perplexed. Then he goes to the pots on the hearth and coax- 
ingly shows Siegfried the meat and the broth he has prepared for 
him out of pure affection. Without turning round, the boy knocks 
meat and bowl out of his hands: “meat did I roast for myself”, he 
says; “and slake thy own thirst with thy swill!” Still to the accom- 
paniment of No. 110, Mime reproaches him in high-pitched queru- 
lous tones. So this is the sorry wage he gets for all his love and de- 
votion! In a whining voice: 


No. 111 


ul-len-des Kind zog ich dich auf, 
A whim-per-ing babe brought I thee py 
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wirm-te mit Klei-den den klei - nen Wurm: 
warm clothes I gave to the tt - my  whelp: 


he reminds the boy how he had brought him up, a whimpering 
little brat, given him warm clothes and food and drink and a soft 
bed which he used to smooth with his own hands, and many a 
toy, including a ringing horn — and all for pure love of him. He 
had worked for him, thought for him, quickened his wits with 
wise counsel, given him the golden key to knowledge. He stays at 
home and toils and moils while the boy wanders at will in the 
woods; the poor old dwarf withers and wastes for the lad, and all 
he gets for his work and worry is torment and hatred: and over- 
come by his own pathos he breaks down and sobs. 

But when Siegfried at last turns round and fixes his eyes search- 
ingly on Mime’s face the dwarf evades his look. To the accompani- 
ment now of No. 109, now of No. 110, Siegfried, beginning stead- 
ily and quietly but soon working himself into a passion again, 
gives him his frank opinion of him. “Much indeed hast thou 
taught me, much from thee have I learned; but what thou didst 
most desire to teach me, that have I tried in vain to learn — how 
to endure the sight of thee! Thou givest me food and drink, and I 
feed on loathing alone; my pillow thou makest, but no sleep can I 
get; when thou wouldst teach me wisdom I remain deaf and dull. 
I have only to glance at thee, and everything thou dost becomes 
evil in my eyes.” His temper rises as he goes on: 


when thou dost stand, 

shuffle and scrape, 

crouching and slinking, 

with thine eyelids blinking, 

by the neck I long 

to take the nodder, 

an end to make 

of the misshaped fumbler! 
So learned I, Mime, to love thee. 


Let the dwarf, if he is as wise as he claims to be, solve this puzzle 
for him if he can — why is every beast he meets in the forest, and 
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the trees, and the birds, and the fish in the brook, all dearer to him 
than Mime? Why, indeed, once having left him, does he ever re- 
turn to him? 


3 


Mime is confident he can answer this. As a new motive of great 
beauty, that of Love, which brings for the first time a note of pro- 
found feeling into the score, wells up in the ’cellos: 


No. 112 


Moderato dim. 
: : rd) ps PY eet, 


he carefully explains — still keeping at a safe distance, however — 
that it is only the boy’s wilful tongue, not his heart, that makes 
him talk like this. “Always the young yearn for the parents’ nest, 
and the name of this longing is love. Thus thou dost love thy 
Mime, and cannot help loving him; for what the parent bird is to 
the fledgling, nourished in the nest ere he can fly, such to his boy, 
his bantling, is the sage and unselfish old Mime.” Again to the ac- 
companiment of the tender No. 112, Siegfried asks him to explain 
something more. “When the birds sing for happiness in the spring, 
each of them calls enticingly to the other; and thou thyself hast 
told me that they were husband and wife. They caressed each 
other and built them a nest, and brooded there over their little 
ones until these could spread their wings: 


So it is too with the deer in the woods, and even the wild wolves 
and foxes: the father brings the food to the nest, the mother 
suckles the young. And thus I learned what love is, and from the 
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mother I never took the cubs. Where then is thy wife, Mime, that 
I may call her mother?” 

Ignoring a peevish interjection from the Nibelung, the boy goes 
on, in a derisive imitation of the words and the tune of the lat- 
ter’s first recital of the kindnesses he had shown him: “The whim- 
pering babe thou broughtest up, fed it and gave it warm clothes. 
But what wind had wafted the whelp to thee? Didst thou make 
me, perchance, without a mother?” Mime, greatly embarrassed, 
assures him that he is his father and mother in one. Siegfried gives 
him the lie direct. For he has observed that the young of a brood 
are like the old; he has seen his own face in a brook, and he is no 
more like Mime than a shining fish is like a toad, and no fish ever 
had toad for its father. With the orchestra returning to the impetu- 
ous figure shown in No. 109 he asks again if the dwarf can tell him 
why, having fled from him into the forest as he so often does, he 
ever returns to him; and he answers his question himself — he re- 
turns solely to learn from him who his father and mother were, 
and this he will know if he has to tear it out of him by force, as he 
has had to wring the knowledge of everything else out of him, 
even speech. 

He seizes him by the throat. Mime, half-choked, at last regains 
his liberty; and after another lament over the boy’s ingratitude he 
begins to tell him what he knows. Though, it is true, he is neither 
father nor mother to him, it is to Mime that Siegfried owes every- 
thing: “but a fool was I to count on thy thanks!” he wails. The or- 
chestra gives out softly the motive of the Volsung Woe (No. 54); 
and to modifications of that and other motives associated in the 
Valkyrie with Siegmund and Sieglinde, such as: 


No.114 Bassoons d 
as. be’ 


P dolctsstmo DP ——o——— 


he tells how long ago he had found a woman weeping in a deso- 
late wood, how he had brought her to his cave, where he gave her 
warm shelter, how she had given birth to a child — Siegfried -- 
and died. “So died, then”, says Siegfried slowly and sadly, “my 
mother of me?” Mime starts off again with his hypocritical “A 
whimpering babe brought I thee up”; but Siegfried cuts him short 
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and demands to be told more. Why, he asks, is he called Sieg- 
fried? It was his mother’s wish, Mime replies, that he should bear 
that name, “for as Siegfried shouldst thou be fair and strong’. The 
mother’s name he never knew, he says; but under a new threat 
from the boy he reveals that it was Sieglinde. But the father’s 
name the dwarf had never learned; all he knew of him was that 
he had died in combat. Once more his attempt to go on in the old 
whining, canting vein is cut short by Siegfried: what proof, he 
asks, has he that Mime is telling him the truth? 

After some pondering, the Nibelung produces the two frag- 
ments of a broken sword, while the Sword motive (No. 48) comes 
out quietly in the orchestra, over a bass formed from the Nib- 
elung smithing motive (No. 82). These, says the dwarf, were all 
the pitiful pay he got for his kindness to the woman — a shattered 
sword which, she told him, the boy’s father had borne in the last 
of his fights, in which he was killed. At once the boy leaps to the 
right conclusion: it is out of these fragments that the smith shall 
forge him the sword he desires — his own rightful weapon; and a 
phrase that begins as the Sword motive but continues as No. 108 
symbolises the bond between the old and the new possessor of 
the Sword: 

No.115 


Animato 
Trumpet 


To insistent repetitions of the eager No. 109 he bids Mime set to 
work without delay: 


Trick me no longer; 

no more of thy toys; 

in these fragments alone 

put I my faith! 

Find I a fault, 

forge thou it feebly, 

bungling and botching 

the sturdy steel, 
thou hound, thy hide will I baste, 
I'll burnish thee brighter than steel! 
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He will have the sword this very day, and with it he will leave the 
wood and go into the world, never to return: 


No.116 
Allegro 


Aus dem Wald fort in die Welt  zieh’n:— 
From the wood forth in the world (fare, 


nim-mer kehr ich zu - rick! 

nev - er more to re - turn 
He is filled with a great joy. Nothing binds him any longer to 
Mime and his cave. “My father art thou not; thy hearth is not my 
house, nor thy cave my rightful roof”. He will be free, like the fish 
in the stream, the bird on the wind; and the hated little Nibelung 
he will see no more. He rushes impetuously into the forest, execut- 
ing a joyous fantasia on the theme of No. 116, and leaving Mime 
in the utmost confusion and terror. 


4 


For the dwarf is now a prey to a new anxiety. He has always 
known that only through Siegfried can he hope to accomplish his 
scheme for subduing Fafner and winning for himself Ring and 
Hoard; and now the headstrong boy is bent on leaving him. He 
goes back to the forge and seats himself by the anvil. “He storms 
away’, he says dejectedly, “and I sit here, with a new care added 
to the old one! What way out is there for me? How hold this wild- 
ling to me and lead him to Fafner’s lair? How forge me those baf- 
fling splinters — for no forge-fire can melt them, no dwarf’s ham- 
mer conquer their hardness”; and he ends with a wail of “The 
Nibelung’s hate, need and toil ne’er can knit Nothung anew, make 
me the sword as it was!” 

As he collapses in despair by the anvil, Wotan enters slowly 
from the forest by the door at the back of the cave. He is now the 
Wanderer, wearing a long mantle of dark blue and a large hat 
that comes low down over the eye that is lacking. With a sudden 
dramatic change the orchestra slows down to a tempo befitting 
the gravity of the God, whose characteristic motive, as Wanderer, 
is intoned solemnly by the brass: 
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No.117 
Moderato e solenne 


[t has a broad pendant that is like the unhurrying tread of a God: 
No. 118 


He greets the cowering Nibelung courteously, asking the cus- 
tomary grace of house and hearth for a weary wayfarer. In reply 
to Mime’s timorous enquiries he says he is known to the world as 
Wanderer, always receiving guest-greeting from good men, learn- 
ing from them and speaking wisdom to them; for few are wise 
enough — the shaft is directed covertly at Mime — to know the 
true nature of their own need, and out of his own store of wisdom 
he has often been able to help them. All this while he has been 
steadily approaching Mime, and now he has come right down to 
the hearth. The dwarf protests that he is wise enough for his own 
purposes and needs no counsel from strangers, and tells the in- 
truder to go on his way. But the Wanderer calmly seats himself 
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by the hearth and proposes a combat of wits: he stakes his head 
on his ability to answer whatever question the Nibelung may ask 
him. 

5 

The Reflection motive (No. 104) is murmured by the bassoons 
as Mime ponders within himself how to get rid of this intrusive 
spy, as he regards him. In the end, confident of his own cunning, 
he decides to accept the challenge — his hearth against the other’s 
head. He will ask him three questions. This Wanderer boasts of 
having gone far and wide over the earth’s back. Very well; can 
the wise one tell him what race it is that dwells in the caverns of 
the earth? To the accompaniment of the familiar motives at the 
appropriate points (Nos. 32, 8, 33, 105 etc.) the Wanderer replies 
that it is the Nibelungs, whose home is Nibelheim. Slaves they 
were to Alberich, who had won power over them and amassed 
great treasure by a magic Ring. The same procedure then follows, 
with the same reference to characteristic motives. Mime, after fur- 
ther reflection, asks what race it is that dwells on the surface of 
the earth. It is the Giants, is the answer, whose home is Riesen- 
heim. Two of them, Fasolt and Fafner, envying the Nibelung’s 
power, made Ring and Hoard their own: then strife broke out be- 
tween the brothers, Fasolt was slain, and Fafner, transformed into 
a Dragon, now guards the treasure. And now, what is the dwarf’s 
third question? 

Mime, rather baffled by this omniscience, reflects more deeply 
than ever, and at last asks, “What is the race that dwells on cloud- 
covered heights?” To a stately enunciation of the Walhall motive 
the Wanderer replies that it is the Gods. Walhall is their home; 
the highest of them is Licht-Alberich, Wotan.* From the stem of 
the world-ash-tree he had made himself a Spear, and by virtue 
of the runes he had carved on it he governs the world: the Giants 
he curbed, the Nibelungs kneel before him; “ever they bow and 
obey him, the Ring’s most mighty Lord!” As if by accident he lets 
his Spear touch the ground; there is a light rumble of thunder, 
and Mime shrinks back in terror. “Now tell me, thou wise dwarf, 
have I true answers given? My head can I have and hold?” 

1 Alberich himself, as has been pointed out earlier, is Schwarz-Alberich 


(Black Alberich). The antithesis is that of the power that works in the light 
and the power rooted in darkness. 
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Timidly and and ingratiatingly Mime assures him that his head 
is safe and exhorts him to go on his way; but the Wanderer, to the 
accompaniment of the stately No. 118, tranquilly reminds him 
that by the rules of wagering it is now the dwarf’s turn to back 
his own wisdom with his own head. Mime is scared, but pulling 
his wits together and gaining confidence as he proceeds he pre- 
pares to put his first question. A motive that will always charac- 
terise him later in his moments of satisfaction with his own slip- 
pery craft: 


No.120 ra 3 e 


accompanies him as he mock-modestly disparages his own poor 
knowledge. It is a long time, he says, since he left his mother and 
his homeland, and his mother-wits are a little moidered. But he 
will do his best; perhaps his luck will be in and the poor dwarf 
will save his head. 

What is the race, asks the Wanderer, the orchestra giving out 
the Volsung motive (No. 58), that Wotan wreaked his wrath on, 
though he loved it more than all others in the world. Little does 
he know, replies Mime, of heroes in general; but this question at 
least he can answer fully —it is the race of the Volsungs, which 
Wotan begat and cherished, though he chastised it too. To Walse 
were born Siegmund and Sieglinde, a wild twin pair, and the off- 
spring of their love was Siegfried, of all the Volsungs the strong- 
est. “Now tell me, Wanderer, if so far I have saved my head?” 
The Wanderer compliments him genially on his knowingness, and 
poses the second question: Who is the wise Nibelung who har- 
bours Siegfried, to fight Fafner for him and win him the Hoard, 
and by what sword will Fafner die? This, Mime, feels, is almost 
absurdly easy. He rubs his hands in glee as he answers, to the ac- 
companiment of No. 120, “Nothung is the name of the sword: in 
an ash-tree’s stem it was struck by Wotan, and Siegmund alone 
could draw it forth. He wielded it in his last fight, but it was shat- 
tered on Wotan’s spear; and now the fragments are in the possess- 
ion of a cunning smith, who knows that only with this Wotan- 
sword can a brave but witless boy, Siegfried, slay the Dragon.” 
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The slippery No. 120 comes out boldly in the orchestra as he asks 
again, highly pleased with himself, “Has the dwarf saved his 
head?” 

Wotan breaks into a peal of laughter. Nowhere on earth, he as- 
sures him, is the like of Mime for wisdom to be found. But since 
he is so wise as to mould this stripling hero to his own ends, per- 
haps he is wise enough also to answer this third question: By 
whose hand shall the mighty pieces of the Volsung sword be made 
afresh into Nothung? 


6 


Mime starts up in the wildest terror, and with the boisterous 
No. 108 seeming to mock him all the time in the orchestra he 
screams, “The pieces! The Sword! Woe’s me, I know not! What 
shall I do? Where shall I tum? Accursed steel! Would I ne’er had 
stolen it. Nought has it brought me but care and fear! It is too 
hard for me, hammer and rivet and solder it as I will! The craftiest 
of smiths here comes to shame!” In a paroxysm of despair he 
throws his tools about as if demented, crying, “Who'll shape 
me the Sword that baffles my skill? Who can achieve this mar- 
vel?” 

Tranquilly, accompanied by the dignified No. 117, the Wan- 
derer rises from the hearth. “Three questions of thine I suffered, 
three I answered. But as for thee, vain is thy knowledge: what it 
most behoved thee to know, because it would have served thy 
need, that thou knewest not.” While the Nibelung motive (No. 
32) chatters distractedly in the upper part of the orchestra and 
the Treaty motive (No. 13) goes thundering down against it in 
the trombones, the Wanderer speaks his final words. “I have won 
the wise one’s head: now, bold destroyer of Fafner, listen to what 
I have to tell thee. He who knows not what fear is alone shall 
forge Nothung anew! Thy wise old head ward well from today. I 
want it not: I leave it to him who has never learned to fear!” He 
turns away with a smile and disappears into the forest. 

Mime has sunk on to his stool, as if crushed. The Wanderer’s 
words are an enigma as well as a threat; for if Siegfried has any 
fear in him he will never be able to overcome Fafner, while if, 
unfearing, he should achieve that deed, then, according to this 
mysterious Wanderer who appears to know all secrets, the dwarf’s 
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‘own head will be forfeit to him.* There now follows a piece of or- 
chestral painting of extraordinary power. As Mime stares in des- 
peration at the sunlit forest it seems to him to be alive with men- 
acing lights, flickering and flashing, glittering and swirling, 
quivering and darting. Loge (Nos. 22 and 28) is filling it with 
flame, and from the depths of the orchestra comes a roar as of 
monsters opening their maws to seize on their prey. With a shriek 
of “Fafner! Fafner!” Mime collapses in terror behind the great 
anvil. 

7 

As he does so the Sword motive (this time in the minor) rings 
out in the trumpet; then the atmosphere suddenly changes, the 
motive of Siegfried’s cry for freedom (No. 116) begins its lively 
chatter again, and the boy’s voice is heard from the wood, hailing 
Mime with a shout of “Ho there! thou idler!” When he enters the 
cave he is surprised to find it apparently empty. Gaily he searches 
for the dwarf, whose voice is at last heard from behind the anvil, 
asking feebly if the boy is alone. Siegfried humorously suggests 
that perhaps he is sharpening the sword. The word plunges Mime 
into confusion once more. How can he forge it? he asks; and half 
to himself he repeats the Wanderer’s closing words — “He who 
knows not what fear is alone shall forge Nothung anew.” Hardly 
conscious of the boy’s presence, he continues to muse aloud on his 
own baffling problem: his wise old head he had wagered and lost 
— forfeit to him “who never fear has learned”. He sees now the 
mistake he had made in his bringing-up of Siegfried: 


Him would I fly 
who fear has known! 

But that truly ne’er taught I the stripling; 
I fool-like forgot 


1 This question of “fearing” is the knottiest psychological and dramatic prob- 
lem with which Wagner has confronted us in the Ring. He himself never 
succeeded in steering a quite logical course between the various possible 
handlings of the motive that occurred to him from time to time. A full dis- 
cussion of the complicated matter, however, is impossible here: I can only 
refer the reader who wishes to track it out in all its windings to my Life of 
Wagner, Vol. II, pages 307-318, where I have gone into it at tedious length. 
In the present analysis we can only keep to Wagner's libretto. 
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the one thing good. 
Love for the dwarf 
was his lesson; 
but alas, no luck had I! 
How now put this fear in his heart? 


Recovering something of his composure, he assures Siegfried that 
his thoughts had been wholly turned on him during his absence, 
and the things of weight he might perhaps teach him: 


What fear is learned I for thee, 
that I, thou dunce, might teach thee. 


He begins the lesson. The thoughtless boy means to go out into 
the world without having learned fear; but without that know- 
ledge the sharpest of swords will not protect him. Approaching the 
wondering and impatient Siegfried and speaking more and more 
confidently as he regains his self-possession, he assures him that 
he had only been keeping a promise of his to the child’s mother in 
preserving him from the guile of the world until he had learned 
fear. 

“What is this fearing?” Siegfried asks; “is it a craft? If so, why 
have I not been taught it?” The orchestra becomes a pictorial in- 
strument again as Mime asks him if, when night falls on the for- 
est, he has never seen and heard horrors and terrors crowding 
round him, so that he quaked with fright and it seemed as if his 
throbbing heart would burst. “Feltest thou never that, then fear is 
far from thy soul”. Mime himself quakes with terror as his imag- 
ination plays upon the picture he is conjuring up. But Siegfried 
merely remarks reflectively, “That must be the strangest of feel- 
ings, all this shivering, shuddering, glowing and trembling, burn- 
ing and fainting, and for these delights do I long. But always my 
heart beats soundly in my breast. Can you, Mime, teach me?” 

Mime’s great moment has now come. He will teach the boy 
fearing, he says, if he will accompany him to Neidhohle, at the 
east of the wood, where there is a dragon (here No. 107 heaves up 
its cumbrous bulk in the depths of the orchestra), who slays and 
devours men; it is “not far from the world”, he assures Siegfried, 
for he knows that to leave the wood for the world is the heart’s 
desire of the boy. To this Fafner he will go gladly, says Siegfried, 
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so let Mime make him at once the sword he needs. To the rhythm 
of No. 109 he urges the dwarf to set to work. But Mime wails once 
more that, alas, the task is beyond his strength, though within the 
power of one who has never known fear. At this, Siegfried brushes 
the puling little gnome aside and strides to the hearth, saying that 
he himself will forge afresh his father’s blade. 
To a vigorous transformation of the Siegfried horn motive (No, 
108): 


No.121 
Allegro 


he begins by pitching Mime’s tools about. The dwarf tells him 
that had he been more willing in the past to learn the smith’s craft 
he would find his labour lighter now; but the boy replies that 
when the master does not know there is not much chance of the 
apprentice learning from him. He makes a face at Mime and tells 
him to take himself off and not meddle, lest he fall in the fire. By 
now he has piled a great heap of charcoal on the hearth: he blows 
up the fire, fixes the fragments of the sword in the vice, and files 
them vigorously. Mime watches him, from time to time offering a 
piece of advice that is contemptuously rejected, and wondering 
more and more at the success of Siegfried’s unorthodox methods: 
“My wisdom fails, that see I clearly; the fool is favoured by folly 
alone! See how he works! The steel is in shreds, yet cool is he yet. 
Old am I, as old as the cave and the wood; yet aught like this 
never before have I seen!”. 


8 


As he realises the likelihood of the boy succeeding, as the Wan- 
derer seemed to have hinted he would, fear steals again into 
Mime’s heart: 

where now to hide 
my hapless head? 
To the valiant boy will it fall, 
learns he from Fafner not fear! 
But woe is me still! 
If Siegfried learns fear, 
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how then shall the dragon be slain? 
Can he win the dwarf the Ring? 
Oh fate accurst! 
I'm fettered fast: 
where shall I counsel find 
how to master this fearless boy? 


By this time Siegfried has filed the fragments away and put 
them in a crucible, which he places on the forge fire. He turns to 
Mime and asks what name the sword once had. “Nothung”, is the 
reply; “’twas thy mother told me its name”. The characteristic in- 
terval (the raised fifth) that has differentiated No. 121 from No. 
108 now serves to shape the Nothung motive, which is first of all 
foreshadowed thus: 


No. 122 
Allegro vigoroso 


5) 


before assuming its final form as Siegfried invokes the weapon: 


No. 123 
No - thung! Neid-lich-es Schwert! 


etc. 
He blows up a roaring fire with the bellows: 
No.124 
Animato ey 


pesante 


SIEGFRIED 
“as he goes on with his lusty song to the Sword: 


No.125 
Animato 


Zu = Spreu nun schuf ich die schar - fe 
To shreds Ibe shat - tered thy shi - ning 


Pracht, im Tie - gel brat’? ich die Spah - ne! 
steel, now flames the fire round thy frag-ments! 


It continues to an orchestral accompaniment that seems to belch 
fire as the labouring bellows rise and fall. “Hoho! Hohei!” Sieg- 
fried sings; “bellows blow, brighten the blaze!” Once he had felled 
a tree in the forest and burned the good grey ash to charcoal, that 
now flares and sparkles and fuses the shreds of the steel: 


No. 126 


In springen-den Fun - ken sprii-het sie auf: ho - 
In show-ers of sparks it scat-ters tts fire, ho - 


-hei, ho - ho, ho - hei! 
-het, ho - ho, ho - het! 

All the while Mime is watching him closely and thinking aloud: 
“He'll forge him the sword and fell grim Fafner, that see I clearly 
now. Hoard and Ring will fall to him; but how shall I make them 
mine?” He has hatched out a plan. He will brew a broth which he 
will give to the boy when he is faint after the combat with the 
Dragon; in it he will put herbs that will send him into a sound 
sleep; and then he, Mime, will kill him with Nothung itself, and 
Ring and Hoard will be his. He rubs his hands, delighted with his 
own cleverness: “Hei, wisest Wanderer, deem’st thou me dull 
now? What think’st thou of my subtle wit? Have I found the way 
to peace?” 

Meanwhile Siegfried continues with his work and his song. He 
pours the glowing contents of the crucible into a mould, which he 
plunges into the trough, where the steaming steel hisses under the 
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shock of the cold water. Exultantly he thrusts it into the fire and 
tugs again at the bellows, singing his joyous greeting to “Nothung, 
the masterful sword, that will soon make hot blood flow’, and his 
good spirits find expression in an exuberant motive of Joy in Vic- 
tory in the orchestra: 


No, 127 
Animato 


During his work he has kept an interested eye on Mime, who, be- 
side himself with delight at his own cleverness, has been shaking 
herbs and spices into a cooking-pot which, standing on the oppo- 
site side of the hearth, he now puts on the fire. What is the booby 
doing there with his sauces? asks Siegfried. Hypocritically the 
dwarf congratulates him on his skill as a smith: the master is learn- 
ing now from the man, who puts him to shame. Henceforth it is 
Siegfried who shall do the smithing, while Mime will boil the eggs 
for his soup. But the boy’s healthy instinct bids him beware: he 
will take care that he eats or drinks nothing of Mime’s cooking. 


9 


He takes the mould from the fire, breaks it, lays the glowing 
steel on the anvil, and after a derisive comment on the dwarf’s in- 
competence in his craft he launches into the second phase of the 
forging song. A vigorous new motive pounds out in the orchestra: 


No.128 
Pesante 


as he rains blow after blow on the steel with his hammer and ex- 
ults in the new life that he can feel springing up in the fragments 
of his father’s sword: he has tamed its stubborn pride, he cries. 
Unobservant of Mime, who has been pouring the contents of the 
pot into a flask and gloating in anticipation over his own triumph, 
the boy hammers away at the sword, until at last he takes it from 
the anvil, brandishes it, and plunges it into the water trough, 
laughing boisterously at its hissing there. 
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While he is fitting it into a haft, Mime, to the accompaniment 
of No. 82, works himself into an ecstasy over the coming success 
of his plan. He has a vision of a glorified Mime bestriding a sub- 
ject world. Once he had been slave to Alberich; but soon the Gold 
will be his, and then the poor despised dwarf will be master of the 
Nibelungs, with the whole world prostrate at his feet, Gods and 
heroes cringing before him: 


Mime, the daring, 

Mime is king now, 

prince of the Nibelungs, 

ruler of all! 
Hei, Mime, what brought thee this luckP 
Who counted that this would come? 


He leaps about and laughs delightedly: 
No. 129 


SF staccato 

By this time Siegfried has riveted the handle with his last blow. 

He brandishes the sword, greeting it with a final great cry of 

“Nothung!”, the phrase beginning, as it has always done until 

now, with a suggestion of the coming of the minor, but changing 

unexpectedly into the major towards the end, with electrifying 
effect: 


Zum Le - ben weckt’? ich dich wie - der. 
To life a- gain have I Woke —— thee. 


(Wagner’s 2/4 notation may perhaps conceal the actual rhythm 
of this from the reader; the effect on the ear is): 
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Dead the Sword had lain in splinters, Siegfried sings, but now he 
has brought it to life again, glorious and proud: 


Show thou the dastards 
how thou canst shine! 
Cut through the false heart, 
strike at the knave! 
See, Mime, thou smith: 
so severs Siegfried’s sword! 


He aims a mighty blow with it at the anvil, which splits from top 
to bottom, while the orchestra rushes on with an exuberant com- 
bination of No. 115 and No. 108. The curtain descends with Mime, 
who has been dancing on his stool in rapture, falling off it in ter- 
ror as Siegfried exultantly holds the Sword aloft. 


10 


The prelude to the second act prepares us for a different atmos- 
phere from the one that Siegfried has filled with the gladness of 
his youth in the first act. 

Under shuddering tremolandi in the lower strings we hear the 
motive of Fafner in his re-incarnation as Dragon; it will be seen 
that the fall of a full fourth that characterised the Giants in the 
Rhinegold (see No. 16) has now become an augmented fourth, 
giving the motive an added cumbersomeness: 


 — 
Dble. Basses 


The tuba, which plays a large part in the prelude, then gives out 
the motive (No. 107) which had represented Fafner as he figured 
in the imagination of Mime in the prelude to the first act; and it 
links up with No. 182 in this fashion: 
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Through the subterranean gloom of the orchestral picture the 
Ring motive pierces occasionally: then the Curse motive (No. 41) 
makes a sinister gesture in the trombones. It is followed by No. 40 
—the motive of Annihilation which had accompanied, in the 
Rhinegold, Alberich’s warning of the doom that should for ever 
cling to the Ring of which he had been robbed; and this by the 
Servitude motive, that of the Ring once more, and finally No. 132 
again. 

On the rising of the curtain we see a little knoll in the forest, 
which descends in the background to the entrance to a cave — 
Fafner’s Neidhohle. To the left, through the trees, a fissured cliff 
is visible. It is night, the gloom being thickest in the background, 
where at first nothing is clearly distinguishable by the eye. 
Crouched by the cliff is Alberich, brooding darkly, to the accom- 
paniment of No. 40. We learn from his monologue that he is at his 
unresting watch with straining eye and ear upon the cave, in 
which his hope of world-mastership is buried. Sooner or later, he 
is convinced, the fateful day will dawn: will it be today? he asks. 
As a combination of the Valkyries’ motive (No. 74) and that of 
the Need of the Gods (No. 81) is heard in the orchestra he be- 
comes aware of a stormwind blowing towards him through the 
forest, and the approach of a bluish light. Is the Dragon-slayer 
coming, the one who shall rid him of Fafner? But the wind dies 
down and the light fades away, and darkness and a sinister quiet 
descend upon the scene again. Out of the shadow, however, he 
sees someone approaching him; and by the light of the moon, sud- 
denly breaking through the clouds, he recognises the Wanderer. 
For a moment he recoils in terror; then he breaks out in wrathful 
reproaches. What does this treacherous trickster want here? he 
asks. Is he bent on more evil? Let him go his way, work new woe 
elsewhere, and leave him in peace. Alberich’s vehemence con- 
trasts with the composure of the Wanderer, who tells him quietly 
that on this occasion he comes not to do but to witness (“Zu 
schauen kam ich, nicht zu schaffen”). 

As has been pointed out on a previous page, the dramatist in 
Wagner always makes him range himself, for the time being, on 
the side of whatever character happens to be speaking, get inside 
the skin of the character and see the matter of the moment from 
his point of view. He now puts into Alberich’s mouth an unan- 
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swerable indictment of the God. He is not so dull now, says the 
Nibelung, as on that day of his sorrow when Wotan ravished the 
Ring from him by guile and force and gave it to the Giants to re- 
deem his debt to them, a debt engraved in solemn runes on the 
shaft of his Spear. Now the God is caught in his own net; another 
crime like his first, and the Spear that is the source and the sym- 
bol of his power will crumble into dust. 

The Wanderer’s rejoinder has truth in it and yet is sophistical: 


Not by treaties writ upon it 

bound art thou, 

base one, to me: 
it mastered thee by its own strength: 
for strength then ward I it well. 


In half-a-dozen words Alberich pierces through the sophistry to 
the facts: 


In pride of power 
how boldly thou threat’nest, 
yet dark is thy heart with dismay. 


For the Wanderer knows that the Nibelung’s curse will bring 
death to whoever holds the treasure; and the God’s consuming 
fear is that it will come back again into Alberich’s hands: 


That gnaws thee with care unending! 
For let it but come 
again to my hand, 

not like the foolish Giants 

I'll use the Ring’s great might: 
then tremble, thou holy 
guardian of heroes! 
Walhall’s towers 

I storm with Hella’s hosts: 

the world then will be mine! 


The Wanderer replies calmly that all this troubles him not, for 
the Ring’s destined master will deal with it in a way of his own. 
To this the Nibelung has an effective answer: this hero whom Wo- 
tan hopes will gain possession of the Ring has been born of a race 
that the God himself has bred for his own ends, for that sole pur- 
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pose. The Wanderer breaks off the argument: “Curse me not”, he 
says, “but wrangle with Mime, who is bringing with him a strip- 
ling who will slay Fafner. Nought knows the boy of me: it is the 
Nibelung who is goading him on for his own ends. Be on thy 
guard: the boy knows nothing of the Ring, but Mime will tell him 
all. As for myself, I have no longer any part in the matter. Him 
whom I love I will leave to work unaided, to stand or fall as he 
may. He is his own lord: heroes alone avail me.” Here a new mo- 
tive appears: 


No. 134 
Moderato 


that will in future characterise certain aspects of Siegfried. 


At 


The news that the God will not intervene rejoices Alberich, for 
with both his despised brother and the unsophisticated boy he is 
confident he can cope. His direct questions, put eagerly to the 
Wanderer — “Then with Mime I fight alone for the Ring? Will it 
fall into my hands again?” — are composedly waved aside: all the 
Wanderer will tell him is that a hero is drawing near to rescue the 
Hoard. Two Nibelungs lust for the Gold; Fafner will fall, and then 
the Ring will be his who can seize it. Would Alberich know more, 
let him enquire of Fafner himself. The orchestral texture during 
the whole scene is as a matter of course woven out of motives al- 
ready familiar to us. 

“If thou warn’st him of death”, continues the Wanderer, “haply 
he'll give thee the toy: myself will wake him for thee.” He mounts 
the knoll in front of the cave and calls out, “Fafner! Dragon! 
Awake!”, to the great astonishment of Alberich, who now almost 
believes, yet hardly dares do so, that the Ring and the Hoard will 
soon come to him again. Accompanied by the lumbering No. 182 
Fafner’s deep voice is heard booming through a speaking-trumpet 
from the dark recesses of the cave. “Who wakes me from sleep?” 
it asks. “Here is a friend”, the Wanderer replies ironically, “with 
a warning for thee; thy life he will grant thee if only thou wilt 
yield him the Hoard thou guardest.” “What would he?” says the 
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voice from the cave. “Waken, Fafner, and listen”, says Alberich 
urgently; “a hero comes to measure his strength with thine.” “T 
hunger for him”, is the reply. The Wanderer and Alberich, the one 
ironically, the other eagerly, exhort the Dragon to take the pru- 
dent course. The stripling is brave, says the former, and sharp is his 
sword: the golden Ring alone the boy covets, adds Alberich, and 
if Fafner will yield it to him he will stay the fight, and the Hoard 
shall remain the Dragon’s own, for him to sleep upon in peace. 
“What I have I hold”, growls Fafner; and then, with a great 
yawn, “Let me slumber!” 

His joke played out to the end he had foreseen, the Wanderer 
turns with a hearty laugh to Alberich: “Well, Alberich”, he says, 
“that stroke failed!” Then he approaches him confidentially with 
some good advice. “All things are as needs they must be”, he says, 
to the accompaniment of the motive which, in the Rhinegold, had 
first of all (in the prelude) symbolised primeval nature (No. 4), 
and later had accompanied Erda’s solemn words to Wotan when 
she counselled him to give up the Ring, — “Whatever was, know 
I; whatever is, whatever shall be see I too” (No. 48): 


all things go as needs they must: 
no whit may they be altered. 
And now do I leave thee; 
look to thyself: 
contend with Mime, thy brother; 
for truly thou knowest him better. 
But stranger things 
full soon shalt thou learn! 


and the new motive (No. 134) associated with the free Siegfried, 
followed by that of the Sword, hints at what that knowledge 
will be. 

The Wanderer disappears into the forest, the same wind blow- 
ing and the same light flickering that had accompanied his com- 
ing. Alberich gazes after him, ill at ease. “There rides he away”, 
he says, “leaving me to care and scorn. But laugh as ye will, ye 
light-spirited, lust-covetous race of the Gods! Your downfall yet 
shall I see; for while the Gold gleams in the sunlight the wise one 
will keep his watch —and Alberich will win at the last!” He slips 
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into the cleft at the side of the stage, which for a little while re- 
mains empty, with only the Dragon motive, heaving in the depths 
of the orchestra, disturbing the silence. 


12 


Slowly day dawns, and Siegfried and Mime enter, the former 
wearing the Sword in a girdle of bast-rope. Mime, reconnoitring 
warily, at last recognises the cave, which now lies in a deep 
shadow, while the knoll is becoming gradually lighter. “Now we 
have reached it”, says Mime; “we go no further”; and for some 
reason or other known only to Wagner the Slumber motive (No. 
98) is played upon by the orchestra for a few bars. Siegfried seats 
himself under a great lime-tree and looks round him. So he has 
come at last, he says, to the place where, if anywhere, he will 
learn what fear is; and he bids Mime leave him. Seating himself 
opposite the boy, so that he may keep his eyes constantly on the 
cave, the dwarf assures him that if he does not learn fear here and 
now, no other place, no other time, will teach it him. For there in 
that cavern lies a grim and grisly Dragon, with vast and horrible 
jaws that could kill him with one snap: poisoned slaver drips from 
his mouth, and one drop of it will rot bones and body of him: if 
the great tail should coil round him, his bones would be crunched 
like glass. 

Siegfried is undisturbed by this catalogue of horrors. Still re- 
clining tranquilly under the tree, he tells Mime that if the mon- 
ster’s jaws are so terrible it will be well to close up his gullet; the 
poisoned slaver he will evade with a leap; the circling tail he will 
watch. But has the brute a heart, he asks, and is it where the heart 
is in men and beasts? Assured by Mime of this, the boy raises him- 
self quickly to a sitting posture. “Nothung straight to his heart I 
will drive”, he says; and he laughs at Mime as an old bungler who 
can babble of nothing more fear-inspiring than this. The dwarf’s 
next move is to appeal hypocritically to the boy’s better feelings: 
when he sees the Dragon, he tells him, his senses will swoon, his 
heart will beat madly in his breast, the forest will spin round him 
—and then, he hopes, he will “thank him who has led thee here, 
and think on Mime’s great love”. Siegfried’s gorge rises at this as 
of old; when, he asks, with his usual frank vigour of speech, will 
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he be rid of this slinking, blinking creature who professes to love 
him but for whom his whole being can feel nothing but loathing 
and hate? 

Mime decides to leave him: he will lay him down by the spring, 
he says; Siegfried is to wait here until the sun is at its height, for 
at that time the monster always crawls from his cave to water at 
the stream. Siegfried amuses himself with the pleasing idea that at 
the spring the Dragon may come upon Mime and devour him; 
and he advises him, for his own life’s sake, to take at once to his 
heels as fast as he can and trouble him no more. Once more the 
dwarf hypocritically urges the boy to call on him should he need 
counsel, and once more he is roughly repulsed. In the end Sieg- 
fried drives him off with a furious gesture, and as Mime slinks 
away he shows us, in an aside, what is at the back of his treacher- 
ous mind: 

Fafner and Siegfried, 
Siegfried and Fafner, 
would each the other might slay! 


As the gnome disappears in the forest Siegfried stretches him- 
self out comfortably under the lime-tree, and the lovely episode 
known as the Forest Murmurs begins. A great pastoral peace de- 
scends upon the scene as the woodland becomes slowly astir with 
morning life: 


Siegfried falls into a reverie. How fair the forest is, he muses, how 
it seems to laugh with delight now the loathsome old dwarf has 
gone, never more, he hopes, to offend his eyes! To have learned 
that Mime was not his father had filled his heart with joy. But 
how did his true father look in life — for surely if Mime had a son 
it would resemble him: 


grizzled and grey, 

cramped and crooked, 
hump-backed and halting, 
with draggled ears drooping, 
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bleary eyes blinking? 
Out with the imp! 
No more his face I'd see! 


The silence seems to become more intense; only the gentle mur- 
mur of the forest is heard as the boy goes on with his brooding. 
Could he but learn what that mother of his was like whom he 
never saw! surely her eyes were soft and shining and tender like 
those of the roe-deer, but even more beautiful? She had borne her 
son in sorrow: must all mothers, then, die that their young may 
live? Would his eyes could be gladdened by the sight of this mor- 
tal mother of his, he sighs, as the ’cellos give out a tender reminis- 
cence of No. 112, which merges into the soft strain (No. 25) to 
which Loge, in the Rhinegold, had told the Gods of the universal 
power of love. 
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As the boy leans back, lost in dreams, and the forest murmurs 
grow louder, his attention is attracted by the song of an awakened 
bird in the branches above him: 


and: 
Oboe 
No.138 = A 
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As he listens, he muses on what the bird’s message to him may be: 
is it trying to tell him something of his mother? The fretful old 
dwarf had told him that there was a meaning in the song of birds, 
could men but understand it. But how to find the way? What if he 
were to follow the bird’s notes on a reed — “If I cannot grasp his 
words, let me try to pierce to his meaning through his melody”. 
Running joyously to the neighbouring spring: 


where there is a clump of reeds, he cuts one with his sword and 
hastily shapes it into a sort of pipe. He listens once again to the 
song, then makes an attempt to imitate it; but his clumsy reed 
either blows false or gives no sound at all. For a moment he is boy- 
ishly peevish at his failure; then he smiles and acknowledges the 
little songster his superior. Perhaps a slender reed is not the fitting 
instrument for such a dullard as he: why not essay one on which 
he already has a certain rough skill, and see if it brings him a bet- 
ter companion than the usual wolf or bear? 

He puts his silver horn to his lips and blows a vigorous long- 
sustained call on it that sets the woodland ringing (No. 108, which 
branches out into the Siegfried motive No. 88 and then into that 
of the Sword). As the blithe tune rises to its climax something 
stirs in the background: he has awakened Fafner, who now 
lurches through the underwood about his cave and drags his mon- 
strous bulk up to the higher ground, on which he rests the front 
part of his body, the orchestra accompanying him graphically all 
the time. As he comes to rest he gives out something like a yawn, 
which makes Siegfried turn round in astonishment and fix his 
gaze on him with boyish delight. “Oho!” he says jocularly, “at last 
my song has brought me something! A sweeter comrade could I 
find than this?” 

The Dragon addresses him, his voice being magnified through 
a speaking-trumpet: who is it, he asks, that has roused him? “One 
who would learn what fear is”, the boy replies; “haply from thee 
he'll learn it? If not, soon wilt thou be food for my sword.” “Drink 
I came for, and now food I find”, bellows Fafner, opening his jaws 
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and showing his teeth. So the dialogue continues, Siegfried goad- 
ing him with taunts and threats, Fafner growing angrier each mo- 
ment. At last he roars defiance at the “boastful boy” and bids him 
come on. He drags his clumsy body further up the knoll, spouting 
venom from his nostrils and lashing at him with his tail. Angered 
by a wound he has received he rears up the front part of his body, 
meaning to throw his whole weight on the boy; he thus lays his 
breast open, and Siegfried, quickly sensing the place of the heart, 
plunges his sword into it up to the hilt. 

Fafner, groaning with pain, raises himself still higher for a mo- 
ment and then sinks to the ground. Withdrawing his sword, Sieg- 
fried leaps to one side. In a weaker voice Fafner, to the accom- 
paniment of his own motive and that of Annihilation (No. 40), 
asks the stripling who has pierced him who he is, and who had 
egged him on to this murderous deed, for his own childish mind 
would assuredly never have planned it. The answer, for us, is 
given by the upsurge of the Curse motive in the trombone. But the 
boy knows nothing, not even who he is; all he can say is that the 
monster himself had provoked him to combat. Who it is he has 
slain, says Fafner, he himself will tell him; and he proceeds with 
the story of the brother Giants — here the augmented fourth of 
the Dragon motive becomes once more the perfect fourth of the 
Giants — who long ago won the cursed Gold from the Gods; Faf- 
ner had murdered his brother and changed himself into a Dragon 
the better to guard the Hoard; and now he, the last of his race, 
has fallen by the hand of a boy: 


Heed thyself well, 
blossoming hero; 
he who drove thee blind to this deed 
doth plot now for thee also death! 
Mark the ending! 
Heed my word! 


and again the sinister Curse motive turns our thoughts to both 
the past and the future. “Wise are thy dying words,” replies the 
boy; “but tell me now, wild one, whence I came: Siegfried I am 
called”. The Dragon merely repeats the name with a sigh, and 
dies; from him the boy can learn nothing more of what he desires 
to know. 
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“The dead”, he says to himself, “can give no tidings, so be thou, 
my living sword, my leader.” Fafner, in his death agony, had 
rolled to one side. As the boy draws the sword out of his breast 
he smears his hand with blood: it burns him, and involuntarily he 
puts his fingers in his mouth to suck the blood from them. As he 
does so the song of the birds once more attracts his attention. 
They seem to be speaking to him, he says; and he realises that by 
some spell in the Dragon’s blood their song has become intelligi- 
ble to him. One of them is saying, “Now has the Nibelung Hoard 
been won by Siegfried: it lies awaiting him there in the cave. 
Could he win him the Tarnhelm too, it would serve him for won- 
derful deeds; but could he find the Ring it would make him lord 
of the world!” Thanking the bird, and resolving to follow its coun- 
sel, he descends into the cavern and is lost to our view. 

The tranquil forest murmurs are suddenly broken in upon by 
hurried angular figures of this type in clarinet and bassoon: 


No. 141 Allegro 


as Mime slinks in; looking round timidly to make sure that Fafner 
is dead he goes warily towards the cave. But simultaneously Al- 
berich emerges from the cleft on the other side of the stage, rushes 
at his brother and bars his way. There follows an episode of con- 
summate musical and dramatic characterisation in which the prec- 
ious pair volley questions and recriminations at each other. Each 
sees what the other is after and disputes his claim to the treasure. 
“What I have earned with bitter bane”, screams Mime, “shall not 
escape me!” “Who was it robbed the Rhine of its Gold and 
wrought the spell in the Ring?” cries Alberich. “Who made the 
helm that served so well to hide you in your work?” rejoins Mime. 
“’Twas I, not a bungler such as thou, who conceived the Ring 
that endowed you with the craft to make the helm.” “And where 
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is your Ring now? You let it go to the Giants, and what you lost 
I now have won for myself.” “Not yours is the Hoard, but his who 
won it first.” “"T was I who brought up the boy and with toil un- 
told made him fit for my work.” The more forceful Alberich ends 
the angry argument with: 


For the stripling’s care 
now the beggarly 
niggardly knave 
coolly claims 

forsooth, a king he must be! 
To scurviest hound 
rather the Ring 
should go than to thee: 
never, thou marrowless 


dolt, shall its might be thine! 


Mime, baffled and cowed, scratches his head and hypocritically 
suggests a compromise. “Let Alberich be lord of the Ring, but let 
him call me still his brother. I'll take the Tarnhelm, the pleasant 
toy: thus shall we both be paid, the booty fairly shared.” With a 
scornful laugh Alberich assures him that he will never let the 
Tarnhelm pass into Mime’s hands, for him to work his cunning 
will on him in his sleep. “Nothing then is to be mine?” screams 
Mime, almost inarticulate with rage; “bare must I go, bled to the 
bone? Not the smallest share of it all come to me?” “Not the small- 
est; not even a nail-head, knave, shall be thine.” “Then no share 
shall be thine; I will summon Siegfried, whose deadly sword shall 
avenge me, brother mine!” 
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At that moment Siegfried comes out of the cave. Mime sees, to 
his astonishment, that the boy has taken nothing of the treasure, 
only, like a child captivated by a toy, the Tarnhelm. Alberich 
curses him when he sees he has the Ring too, and Mime adds to 
his mortification by giving him the malicious advice, “Get him to 
give it thee, brother, and soon it will be mine!” Mime runs into 
the forest: Alberich, muttering “Yet back to its lord it soon will 
come”, slips into the cleft on the other side of the stage. Various 
motives associated with the Ring, the Rhinegold and the Rhine- 
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maidens steal out quietly in the orchestra as Siegfried, coming 
forward slowly to the knoll, gazes meditatively at the Tarnhelm 
and the Ring: he has taken these two from the heap, he says, be- 
cause that was the counsel given him by the wood-bird, but how 
they may serve him he does not know. To him they are merely 
baubles, witnesses to his victory over Fafner; yet this has not 
brought him the one thing he desired — to learn what fear is. 

He puts the Ring on his finger and thrusts the Tarnhelm into 
his girdle. For a while there is dead silence, only the forest throb- 
bing and whispering as before. Then suddenly the wood-bird’s 
voice peals out once more. Siegfried has won him the helm and 
the Ring, it says; let him not trust Mime, the treacherous dwarf, 
not be deceived by his lies; he has tasted the Dragon’s blood, and 
through what Mime will say to him next he will be able to pierce 
to the dwarf’s real meaning. A gesture of Siegfried’s shows that he 
has understood the bird; and standing quite motionless, leaning 
on his sword, observant and self-assured, he faces Mime, who now 
slinks in from the forest, saying to himself, “He is brooding on 
what the booty may be worth. Can he have met the Wanderer 
and been told a crafty tale? I must be doubly sly. I will spread the 
cunningest snare for him; with friendliest falsest words I will be- 
fool the perverse boy.” 

The scene that follows is another of Wagner’s masterpieces of 
characterisation. Mime comes forward cringing and scraping, wel- 
coming Siegfried with wheedling gestures: 


and putting all the honey he can into his creaking voice. He does 
not know, however, that Siegfried, thanks to his tasting the blood 
and to the warning of the wood-bird, not merely hears his hypo- 
critical words but reads his mind and realises his treacherous pur- 
pose. The wood-bird’s constant collaboration with Siegfried is in- 
dicated by the occasional recurrence in the orchestra of No. 138. 
Necessarily what we in the audience hear is not the words actu- 
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ally spoken by the dwarf but the unspoken thought at the back of 


his mind. 

He begins by welcoming Siegfried with effusive deference, com- 
plimenting him on his heroic victory over Fafner. “But”, replies 
Siegfried, “he did not teach me fearing; and in truth his death 
grieves me when I see eviller rascals ranging through the world 
unpunished. He who egged me on to fight, I hate him more than 
my foe”. So the dialogue goes on, Mime loading him with flatter- 
ies and endearments, and astonished that he gets only stern un- 
friendly words in reply. He tells Siegfried blandly, affectionately, 
that now he has done the deed desired by the dwarf he will soon 
close his eyes in endless sleep, and Mime will rob the credulous 
young fool of all he has won. With each rebuff his tenderness in- 
creases, the malignant words become more oily. “Hear me, my 
treasure! Thee and all thy kind ever I hated. I bore with thee not 
because I loved thee but because I needed thee to slay the 
Dragon and win me the Gold.” In a cajoling phrase: 

No.143 a dim. 


Sieg-fried, mein Sohn, das siehstdu wohl selbst, dein 


Sieg-fried, my som, thou seest for thy - self, thy 


Le - ben musst du _ mir las - sen, 

life, my dear ome, thou los - est. 
he assures him that if he does not yield the booty he will die. He 
grows peevish at what he takes to be Siegfried’s stupid misunder- 
standing of his words. Taking greater and greater pains to be com- 
prehensible and convincing he shows him the flask containing the 
broth he has lovingly prepared for the hero’s refreshment after the 
combat: “Drink but one drop, and mine is thy sword, and with it 
the Tarnhelm and the Hoard.” Offering him the draught again, he 
falls back into the tone of his old whining recital (No. 111) of his 
unselfish care of him when a child: in those days the boy, petulant 
and froward as he was, took refreshing drinks from him without 
demur. “What herb is in it?” asks Siegfried quietly. Merrily Mime 
assures him that if he tastes it he will soon lie stiff and stark in 
sleep, and then “with the Sword thou hast made so sharp I'll hack 
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off thy head, and win me rest and the Ring”: and he chuckles with 
delight at the prospect. 

“So thou wouldst slay me in my sleep?” says Siegfried. At this, 
Mime gets vexed and furious: “Not at all! I said not that! Nought 
will I do but hack off thy head!”: 


Ich will dem Kind nur— den Kopf ab-hawn! 
Nought will I do, simplyhack off thy head! 
He continues in the most honeyed tones he can assume, while the 
orchestra gives out the lovely strain of No. 113: “Were not my 
heart so full of hate for thee, did not thy past jibes and the shame 
of my labour for thee goad me on to vengeance, I would delay no 
longer to sweep thee from my path!” He pours the liquor into a 
drinking-horn and offers it coaxingly to Siegfried: “Now, my Vol- 
sung, thou wolf’s son! Drink and choke thee to death; it is the last 
draught thou wilt drain!”, and he breaks into a hysterical laugh. 
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Siegfried, who has maintained a dignified quiet until now, is 
suddenly filled with a violent loathing for the treacherous gnome: 
with a swift blow from his sword he lays him dead. The wood 
wind give out a telling reminiscence of the Reflection motive (No. 
104) — a last ironical comment on the futility of all Mime’s schem- 
ing,* and Alberich’s mocking laughter is heard from the cleft. As 
Siegfried picks up the body and carries it to the entrance to the 
cave the trombones intone the Curse motive: as always, it carries 
our thoughts not only back but forward — the Curse on the Ring 
has claimed yet another victim, but he will not be the last; Sieg- 
fried now has the Ring. 

Heaving the body into the cave, Siegfried, with a great loathing 
in his heart, tells the wretched gnome to sate himself now on what 
he has so long desired: “with endless guile thou soughtest the 
Gold; now thou art lord of the lustrous thing. And a goodly guard- 
ian I will leave thee, so that thou mayst have no fear of thieves.” 


1 The reader will no doubt have observed that the motive of Mime’s false 
cajolement (the first two bars of No. 142) is simply another aspect of 
No. 104. 
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With a great effort he pushes the Dragon’s huge body to the cave, 
so that it blocks up the entrance completely: “There lie thou too, 
Dragon grim! guard thou alike thy glittering Gold and the foe 
that was so fain to make it his; so find ye both your rest at last!” 

He gazes thoughtfully into the cave for a while, then turns 
slowly to the front of the scene, as if tired. He passes a weary 
hand over his brow; the sun is now high in the heavens, his blood 
is afire, and he longs for shelter and shade. He stretches himself 
out under the lime-tree and evokes again the wood-bird which he 
sees in the branches above him, twittering and chattering with its 
brothers and sisters, all delighting in love. In his own heart, too, 
is a great longing for love: 


But I—am so alone, 

have nor brother nor sister: 
and my mother died, 
my father fell: 

ne'er saw they their son. 
The one comrade I had 
was a hateful old dwarf: 
nought to love 
did eer allure us: 
craftiest toils 
he laid to entrap me, 

until I was forced to slay him! 


A new motive, expressive of the boy’s ardent desire for love, is 
heard in the orchestra: 


No.1 
an imato 


“Find me a faithful friend”, he says to the bird, “give me clear 
counsel. Oft for a friend have I called, yet none ever came to me. 
Thou, my dear one, perhaps canst help me, for truth thou hast 
spoken to me until now.” 

The bird’s voice rings out with the melody of No. 138 and No. 
139. Siegfried has slain the evil dwarf, it says, and now there 
awaits him the most glorious of brides. She lies asleep on a fire- 
girt rock; let him waken her, and Brynhilde he will win for wife. 
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To a great orchestral upsurge of No. 145, which will dominate 
most of the remainder of the scene, Siegfried springs impetuously 
to his feet, his heart aflame with love. “Forth I fly, then, full of re- 
joicing, forth from the wood to the fell. But tell me, dear songster, 
shall I break through the fire and awaken the bride?” The Slum- 
ber motive comes out softly in the orchestra as the bird assures 
him that the deed will be accomplished by one alone — one who 
has never known fear. “That is I, the foolish boy”, he cries in de- 
light. “Today I strove in vain to learn fearing from a Dragon: my 
heart is afire to learn it from Brynhilde. Where lies the way to the 
fell?” 

The bird hovers for a while teasingly above him, then takes a 
straight course to the background and is lost to sight. Siegfried 
follows it, and with the orchestra executing a joyous fantasia on 
Nos. 145 and 189 the curtain falls. 
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Wotan has set in motion, out of sheer necessity, a chain of 
events over which he has no ultimate control; and in the first part 
of the third act we see him, still as the Wanderer, anxiously try- 
ing to discover what the future has in store for himself, the Gods, 
the Ring and Siegfried. One alone, he feels, can raise at any rate 
a corner of the veil of the mystery that enshrouds and tortures 
him — Erda; and it is to her that, after leaving Alberich, he has 
hastened. 

His unrest of soul is depicted in the prelude to the third act, 
which begins with a contrapuntal combination of the motive of 
the Need of the Gods (No. 81, which is virtually identical with 
that of Erda, No. 42) and that of the Valkyries; these are followed 
by the Treaty motive (No. 13), that of Erda, that of the Twilight 
of the Gods (No. 44), and the moaning figure expressive of grief 
in general but more specifically associated at times with the idea 
of Servitude. All these are woven into one compact fabric. 

At last the vehement music dies down into a broad statement of 
the Magic Sleep motive (No. 96) and a hint of the motive of Fate 
(No. 83); and when the curtain rises we see the Wanderer arriv- 
ing at a wild spot at the foot of a rocky mountain. It is night: a 
stormwind is raging, accompanied by flashes of lightning and 
peals of thunder. The Wanderer strides resolutely towards a vault- 
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like opening in a rock in the foreground, pauses there, leaning on 
his Spear, and summons Erda (the Wala) to waken from her im- 
memorial sleep in the depths of darkness. The Sleep motive is 
breathed by the wood wind in soft mysterious tones as she re- 
sponds to the call: the cavern begins to glow with a bluish light, 
in which she is seen rising slowly from the depths, covered with 
hoar-frost, her hair and garments emitting a shimmering light. 
Who is he, she asks, whose magic power has broken her dream 
and driven sleep from her? To a constant orchestral interplay of 
the various appropriate motives he tells who he is and why he has 
sought her out. Superficially regarded, the long episode merely 
takes us afresh over ground familiar to us. But, as is the case with 
all these “narrations” and quasi-narrations of Wagner, it takes us 
over it in a new way. We do not see the events of old happening 
under our eyes as before, but as they now shape themselves in 
retrospect in the mind of this character or that, coloured by his 
present mood. To achieve this psychological transformation is the 
business even more of the musician than of the dramatist; and 
thanks to Wagner’s music it is really a new Wotan and a new 
Erda who play out the following scene before our eyes. 

The Wanderer begins by telling her how he had roamed the 
world in quest of wisdom, seeking it from the wisest of women, 
the Wala, who knows all that stirs and breathes on earth, in the 
waters or in the air. “My sleep”, she says, in slow grave tones, “is 
dreaming, my dreaming brooding, my brooding weaving of wis- 
dom. But while I sleep the Norns are ever awake, sitting and spin- 
ning what Erda knows: for wisdom, then, seek out the Norns.” 
The Wanderer becomes more urgent: the Norns, he says, weave 
what they must according to the inexorable law of the world, 
without power to make or to mar. It is not theirs but Erda’s wis- 
dom he needs, counsel “how to hold back a rolling wheel”. Again 
she evades him: in her own mind, she tells him, the deeds of men 
move as in a mist since she had bowed to a conqueror’s will. To 
Wotan she had borne a Wish-maiden: brave is she and wise; let 
the God not awaken Erda but go for wisdom to Brynhilde, Erda’s 
and Wotan’s child. 

Brynhilde had flouted her father’s will, replies the God, and for 
that had been chastised: deep she lies in sleep on the fell, no more 
to awaken until a hero comes and wins her for wife. Erda broods 
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for a while on this: “Dazed am I since I awoke; strange and con- 
fused seems the world to me. So the Valkyrie, the Wala’s child, 
does penance of sleep while her all-knowing mother slept? 


Doth then pride’s teacher 
punish prideP 
Is the deed’s enkindler 
wroth with the deed? 
He who wardeth right, 
he, the truth’s upholder, 
tramples on right, 
reigns by untruth? 

Let the dreamer depart! 

Sleep again seal my wisdom!” 


But the anxious God still will not let her go. Once, he tells her, 
she had buried care’s bitter barb in his venturous heart, warned 
him of woe to come, filled him with fear of a shameful ending: 
“tell me now how the God may conquer his care”. He becomes 
more and more urgent, and at last discloses what it is he now 
wills. The thought of the Gods’ downfall grieves him no more 
now he himself wills it so. Of old he had resolved on it in anguish 
and despair; now he faces it freely and gladly; and the orchestra 
gives out a new motive: 


which is generally referred to as the World Inheritance motive, 
because it is associated later with the coming of the new and bet- 
ter world symbolised by Brynhilde and Siegfried. 

Once in his rage and loathing, says the Wanderer, he had flung 
the world to the Nibelung as his prey; now he leaves his heritage 
to the winsome young Volsung. “He, though chosen by me, knows 
nought of me; free of my counsel he has won him the Nibelung’s 
Ring. Over him Alberich’s curse has no power, for he is warm and 
joyous, free from envy, knowing not fear. Brynhilde, the child of 
thy wisdom, will awake to his call and do a deed that will redeem 
the world. Slumber thou on, then; close thine eyes, and in dreams 
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‘witness my ending. To the ever-young the God yields in joy. 
Away then, Erda, mother of fear! Primal sorrow, away! Away to 
endless sleep!” During these last words of his she has already 
closed her eyes; now she slowly descends and disappears, thick 
darkness spreading once more over the entrance to the cavern. 
The storm has wholly ceased; the moon comes out, and by its 
faint light we see Wotan striding towards the cavern; he leans 
with his back against it, his face turned towards the stage, await- 
ing a final turn of events which he dares not control and has now 
no desire to control, yet to which he must somehow yield not as- 
sentingly but under compulsion. 


18 


Siegfried enters, led by the bird, which flutters towards the 
foreground singing its heart-free little melody. Siegfried, resolved 
to follow the course it has indicated to him, makes towards the 
background, but is halted by a voice asking him whither he is go- 
ing. The boy turns round, sees the Wanderer, and replies that he 
is seeking, by the counsel of a wood-bird, a flame-bound rock 
where sleeps a maid who must awaken to him. Wood-birds some- 
times chatter without sense, says the stranger: who taught him to 
read the meaning of the bird’s singing? Thereupon Siegfried tells 
him how he had been brought by a treacherous dwarf named 
Mime to Neidhdhle, where he had slain a Dragon that had threat- 
ened his life, tasted its blood, and so learned to read the song of 
birds; his own sword he had wielded in the fight, forged by him- 
self out of splinters that had baffled the skill of Mime the smith 
himself. “Who made the sword from which the fragments came?” 
asks the stranger. That the boy does not know — only that unless 
the sword were new-made the splinters had been useless. 

At this naive reply the Wanderer breaks out into a good-hu- 
moured laugh. This makes the boy look more closely at him; he 
asks why he laughs, and why he delays him there, plaguing him 
with questions. If the stranger knows the way to the rock let him 
show it; if not, a truce to his talk! The Wanderer reproves him for 
his petulance; he is old, he says, and youth should honour age. 
This is too much for Siegfried’s patience: all his life, he bursts out, 
his path had been barred by an ancient whom at last he had had 
to sweep away; let the stranger have a care lest he share Mime’s 
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fate. Then, looking closer at him, he asks why his face is overhung 
by a great hat. “That is Wanderer’s way’, he is told, “when against 
the wind he goes”. And one eye is lacking, the boy continues; no 
doubt it was struck out by someone whose path he had tried to 
bar: let him now take himself off, or he may lose the other. The 
Wanderer replies gravely: 


I see, my son, 
where nought thou know’st 
yet well thou know’st how to help thee. 
With the one eye 
that for long I have lost 
thou lookest thyself on the other 
that still is left me for sight. 


The subtlety of this is lost on Siegfried: he laughs irreverently and 
demands to be shown the way to the fell. 

Gravely and quietly and lovingly the Wanderer reproves the 
impetuous boy. “Didst thou but know me, child, thy scoff thou 
wouldst have spared me. Love I bore to thy race of old, yet in my 
wrath I scourged it sorely. Thou whom I love, wake not wrath in 
me now, to the ruin of thee and of me!” Siegfried impatiently or- 
ders him to step aside and let him pass to the fell; the bird had 
shown him the way, though now it had fled from his sight. It fled, 
says the Wanderer with a touch of anger, to save its life: it saw 
here the lord of the ravens; woe to it if these fall on it! The way it 
had pointed out the boy must not take. “It was by my might that 
the maid was cast into slumber: he who can wake and win her 
makes me mightless for ever.” He points to a glow now visible on 
the heights, and bids the “foolhardy boy” go back if he would not 
be consumed by fire. 

Siegfried having declared that the fire has no terrors for him, 
and that he means to go straight to Brynhilde, the Wanderer 
makes his last effort to assert himself. “At least my Spear shall bar 
thy path”, he says, holding it out. “The haft of it is hallowed; it 
was on this that the Sword thou bearest was shattered once; now 
again be it broken on my Spear!”. Siegfried draws his sword. “So 
at last I have found my father’s foe?” he cries. “Vengeance lies in 
my grasp! I shatter thy Spear with my Sword.” With one blow he 
hews it in two; there is a peal of thunder, and a flash of lightning 
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darts from the Spear towards the rocky heights, where the former 
dull glow now becomes bright flame. The fragments of the Spear 
have fallen at the Wanderer’s feet: he quietly picks them up, re- 
cedes, and saying “Advance! I can no more withhold thee!” he 
disappears in complete darkness. 

The drama of the Nibelung’s Ring will see Wotan no more. 
Siegfried’s sword-stroke was the symbol of the annulment of his 
power over events: what has happened he had willed, for the ac- 
complishment of the Gods’ purpose, the ultimate righting of a pri- 
mal wrong. The wheel, to adopt his simile in his colloquy with 
Erda, has been set rolling by Fate, and by the compulsion of Fate 
it must now roll to the appointed end. All the God could do, his 
power to shape the external drama any further having ceased, was 
to play out his own internal drama. This he had done by barring 
Siegfried’s path with the Spear on which were engraved the runes 
that bound the world by law: the Spear has been shattered, the 
writ of that primal order no longer runs. With Siegfried and Bryn- 
hilde a new moral world-order will come into being, even though 
they both perish in creating it. Siegfried himself will remain all- 
unknowing to the last; but to Brynhilde will come, as Erda seemed 
to have hinted, the all-wisdom that redeems. 


19 


When the Wanderer has gone, Siegfried’s attention is attracted 
by the growing brightness of the fire-clouds; and with the bird’s 
song ringing in his ears once more he realises that here, on the 
fell, is his goal — his promised comrade and bride. He places his 
horn to his lips, and his vigorous call (No. 108 A) tears again and 
again through the excited orchestral tissue surrounding it. Fire is 
in the orchestra as well as on the fell when he disappears from our 
sight, making his way towards the rock. The blaze rises to a cli- 
max and then dies down slowly as the Sleep motives go through 
one transformation after another. Then the fire-clouds dissolve 
into a finer and finer mist, through which the rosy light of dawn 
pierces gradually; and when the mist finally disperses we see once 
more the setting of the closing scene of the Valkyrie. Overhead 
the sky is bright blue; but over the edge of the rocky height there 
still hangs a veil of reddish morning mist, suggesting the fire that 
rages without ceasing at the foot of the fell, In the foreground, 
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under the great tree, Brynhilde is sleeping in her armour, with her 
helmet on her head and her long shield covering her. 

The orchestra dies down to almost complete quietude, the 
Slumber motive yielding place to the melody (No. 25) to which, 
in the Rhinegold, Loge had sung of the universal enchantment of 
love, as Siegfried becomes visible on the summit of the cliff at the 
back. He pauses and surveys the scene in wonder, then advances 
a little as he sees first a horse, then a sleeping figure in armour. 
Raising the shield, he is rejoiced to find what he imagines will be 
a noble companion for him. The helmet seems to be pressing on 
the recumbent warrior’s head; the boy raises it, whereupon a great 
mass of hair falls down. Startled but pleased, he bends over the 
sleeper to loosen his breastplate, which he does by cutting through 
the rings on either side. Seeing a woman’s drapery he starts back 
in alarm, crying “That is no man!”. No. 145 and a new motive, that 
of Love’s Confusion: 


become the dominant strands in the orchestral fabric as his whole 
being seems to burst into flame at this new and strange experi- 
ence; and in his perturbation he invokes the mother whom he has 
never seen, but who incarnates for him all the love for which he 
has longed. Can this, at last, be fearing? he asks himself. At last 
he masters himself sufficiently to waken the lovely sleeper, which 
he does with a long kiss. 

Brynhilde opens her eyes, rises slowly to a sitting position, and 
raises her arms in silent greeting to the earth and the sky she sees 
once more, the orchestra painting the return of life to her in 
phrases that seem to ascend in spirals to the ether and finally 
break into a motive of her Greeting to the World: 


Solemnly she hails the light she now sees with joy again after her 
long sleep. But who is the hero who has wakened her? she asks. 
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‘The orchestra gives out the brave Siegfried motive (No. 108) as 
he tells her it was he, Siegfried, who fought his way through the 
flames and loosened her helm and roused her from sleep. The Val- 
kyrie’s mind goes back to her parting cry to Sieglinde, when she 
bade her preserve the fragments of Siegmund’s sword for the boy 
who should be born to her in the forest — “His name from me let 
him take; Siegfried, joyful in victory”. She breaks into a rapturous 
cry at the thought that this Siegfried is her deliverer, and the pair 
of them bless the mother who gave him birth: 


No. 149 


SS ee 


i br Mut - ter, die mich ge - bar! 
(2) hatl to her who gave me my birth! 


To this exultant outburst succeeds a new motive, that of the Rap- 
ture of Love: 


as Brynhilde sings a paean to Siegfried, the awakener to life, the 
most blessed of heroes, whom she had loved and fostered before 
ever he was formed. His mother, she tells him, is dead, but in 
Brynhilde he now has one who is both herself and him, her wis- 
dom to be his. She had been inspired to flout the decree of Wotan 
because she had read the inmost secret of the God’s heart; and 
now she sees that her disobedience came from the obscure 
prompting of her love for this hero as yet unborn. 


20 


They lose themselves in blissful contemplation of what each has 
won through the other. Then sadness steals over Brynhilde as she 
recalls what she has lost in ceasing to be a Valkyrie and becoming 
a mortal woman; and when he embraces her she flies from him in 
terror: 

No God’s touch have I known! 
Before the maiden 
low bent the heroes; 

holy came she from Walhall! — 
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Woe’s me! Woe’s me! 
Woe for the shame, 
the pain and disgrace! 
For he who wakes me 
deals me this wound! 
He has broken birny and helm: 
Brynhilde am I no more! 


For a while she will not be comforted. She doubts her own wis- 
dom; round her is a darkness peopled with shapes that terrify her; 
and she covers her eyes with her hands. Gently he removes them 
and exhorts her to rise from the darkness and see the radiant day 
that is dawning for them both. “It is the day of my shame,” she 
laments: “O Siegfried! Siegfried! look on my dread!” 

Then her look softens, as if, according to the stage directions, 
“a sweet thought had arisen in her mind”. “Ever was I, ever am 
I”, she says, “ever in rapture of longing, yet ever to make thee 
blest!” To these words she takes up, in the minor, a gracious mel- 
ody that had just been given out by the strings: 


No. 151 


etc. 


It is a theme familiar to concert-goers as the main subject of the 
Siegfried Idyll; and it is to the second chief theme of that work: 


that she continues with a greeting of Siegfried as “highest hero, 
wealth of the world, life of the life of things, laughter and joy”.+ 
She begs him to leave her in peace: 


1 No 151 has been dubbed by some commentators the motive of Peace, and 
No. 152 that of the World Hoard. Both labels are meaningless. It was form- 
erly believed that both these motives were originally conceived for the 
present episode in Siegfried and taken from there later to constitute the basis 
of the orchestral Idyll. We know now, however, that they were first of all 
imported into the opera, and then taken later into the Idyll, from a string 
quartet which Wagner had sketched in 1864. At this point in the opera, and 
again for a moment in the Twilight of the Gods, Wagner abandoned his ob- 
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Come to me not 
with thy madness of longing, 
master me not 
with thy ruinous might; 
thy loved one oh do not destroy! 


Has he ever beheld his own face, she asks him, in the crystal 
brook, and seen how the fair image was shattered when the wa- 
ters were disturbed? Even so will his image be destroyed for her 
by the disturbing mastery of his love. To passionate enunciations 
of No. 147 and No. 146 (the World Inheritance motive) he beats 
her protests down. What though the swirling waters deface his im- 
age: into them he will plunge, quenching his fire in them, stilling 
his longing in the flood. 

He takes her in his arms, and her own ardent spirit goes out to 
meet his. When her blood surges like a sea of fire towards him does 
he not feel fear? she asks. No, he replies: his old courage has come 
back to him; the fear that his heart could never learn, the fear that 
she herself could hardly teach him, has fled from Siegfried for 
ever. She breaks out into joyous laughter, becoming, to the accom- 
paniment of No. 74, almost the wild Valkyrie once more: 


Thou foolish marvel 

of mightiest deeds! 
Laughing must I love thee, 
laughing bear my blindness, 
laughing leap to destruction, 
laughing go down to death! 


A last new motive, that of Love’s Resolution: 


jective attitude towards his drama and allowed his Siegfried-Brynhilde music 
to become a record of his own and Cosima’s personal emotions. Why he did 
so was a domestic secret to which, at that time, only he and she had the 
clue, though it is possible for us now to reconstruct, from one scrap of bio- 
graphical evidence and another, the situation as it was in Triebschen in the 
summer of 1869. The subject is far too complex to be dealt with here: I can 
only refer the reader to four articles of mine in the Sunday Times of Feb- 
ruary 1946 for a summary of the evidence. 
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is given out in the horn* and combined contrapuntally with No. 
149 as the pair blend their voices in a final ecstasy of life and love. 
Brynhilde bids a glad farewell to the splendours of Walhall and 
the glory and pomp of the Gods. Let the eternals end in bliss; let 
the Noms sever their rope of runes; let the night of destruction 
fall; over her shines Siegfried’s star: 


He is for ever. 

is for aye, 

my wealth and world, 
my one and all: 

light of all loving, 
laughing death! 


In virtually the same words Siegfried sings of the new day that 
has dawned for him with her; and as she throws herself into his 
arms the curtain falls to exultant reiterations of No. 150, No. 108B 
and No. 146. 


1 The evidence suggests that this theme also was taken by Wagner from a 
chamber music work of about 1864. 
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The Twilight of the Gods 


1 


wen the Twilight of the Gods we arrive, in teverse, at Wagner's 
% original design for a Nibelungen drama as it was in the Sieg- 
& fried’s Death of 1848. 

The new work opens, as the old one had done, with a scene 
for the three Norns, the weavers of destiny. After two harsh 
chords in the wind instruments the arpeggio-like theme that has 
taken so many forms in the earlier operas of the Ring, expressing 
now, as in No, 2, primal nature and the Rhine, now, as in No. 42, 
Erda, appears once more in the strings. Repetition of this se- 
quence is followed by the solemn Annunciation of Death motive 
(No. 83 B) in the brass, and this again by a new motive symboli- 
cal of the weaving of the Norns: 


After some twenty bars of this kind the curtain rises, showing the 
same rock setting as that at the end of the Valkyrie. It is night, 
but fire gleams in the valley at the back. On the right, in the fore- 
ground, is a great pine-tree. Three tall women in long, sombre 
draperies are seen: the first reclines under the tree, the second is 
stretched out on a rock in front of the cave, the third sits in the 
centre background, on a rock beneath a peak. The gloomy silence 
is broken by the voice of the first Norn, asking “What light shin- 
eth there?” “Dawns the day already?” asks the second; and the 
third says “Loge’s host licks the fell with tongues of fire: why spin 
and sing we not?” The first — the eldest of the three — unwinds a 
golden rope and fastens one end of it to a branch of the tree; 
later in the scene she throws it to the second Norn, who winds it 
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round the projecting rock at the entrance to the cave; later still 
the third Norn catches it and throws the end back to the second; 
and this procedure is repeated in the course of their colloquy. 

The first Norn tells how long ago, sitting by a spring that whis- 
pered wisdom at the foot of the great world-ash-tree, she had sung 
of holiest things. A God, Wotan, came to drink at the spring, 
leaving an eye as tribute; * from the tree he broke a great branch 
and fashioned from it a mighty Spear. But the wound cankered 
the heart of the tree, which became dry and leafless; the water, 
too, sank in the spring. So the songs she sang were of dark mean- 
ing; and now she weaves no more by the world-ash-tree but fas- 
tens the rope to the pine. 

The second Norn tells how Wotan engraved runes of treaties on 
the shaft of his Spear, and by them ruled the world. A hero bold 
had shattered the Spear. Then Wotan had summoned Walhall’s 
heroes to hew the ash-tree stem and branches in pieces. The tree 
fell; the spring became for ever dry; and only round the jagged 
rock can she now bind the rope. 

The third tells how Giants built the great fortress in which Wo- 
tan sits in state with his hallowed heroes: round it rises a mighty 
wall of riven boughs that were once the world-ash-tree. When that 
wood takes fire Walhall will go down in flames: 


the doom of the Gods then dawneth; 
down in dusk do they go. 


The first Norn takes up the tale again. Is yonder gleam that of 
the dawn or of fire? she asks. Clouds deceive her eyes now; but 
dim within her is the memory of a time when Loge ran swift and 
free, a ravening flame. But Wotan subdued him, says the second 
Norn. Loge had gnawed at the runes on the Spear-shaft to gain 
his freedom; but by the power of the Spear-point the God had 
bound him to flame round Brynhilde’s rock. Then, continues the 
third Norn, Wotan had pierced Loge’s breast with the splinters of 
the broken shaft; fire had flamed from that blow, and this the God 
had hurled at the pile of the world-ash-tree’s boughs encircling 
Walhall. 

1 Jt has often been pointed out that in the second scene of the Rhinegold 
Wotan had told Fricka that when wooing her he had forfeited one eye as 


pledge of his love. Wagner is following different legends in the two in- 
stances. 
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And after that? The Norns do not know; they can see nothing 
in the waning night about them. The first of them can feel no 
more the strands of the rope, which is broken, the warp entan- 
gled. The second says it is being cut through by the jagged edge 
of the rock: 


from grief and greed 
rises the Nibelung’s Ring: 

a vengeful curse 
gnaws at the sundering threads. 
Know’st thou what comes from this? 


Too slack is the rope, says the third Norn: if she is to throw it to 
the north it must be more tightly strained. She pulls strongly at 
the rope, which breaks in the middle. The three start up in terror, 
go to the centre of the stage, take hold of the pieces of the broken 
rope, and bind their bodies together with them, saying: 


The end this of our wisdom! 
The world hears us 
wise ones no more. 

Descend! To Erda! Descend! 


They disappear. The old order is nearing its end, thanks to the 
chain of events set in motion first by Alberich, then by Wotan. 
What will the new order be? 

This prelude is a continuous symphonic weaving of various mo- 
tives already associated with the characters, events, objects or 
forces referred to by the Norns, with the motive of weaving (No. 
154) running through the whole tissue and consolidating it, 
though of course a motive is often transformed in some subtle har- 
monic way or other in concordance with a change in its terms of 
reference, as when the Loge Fire motive assumes this form: 


No. 155 


and Jater this: 
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No.186 
Moderato 


As the rope of destiny breaks, the Curse motive rings out in the 
bass trumpet, and the Norns’ last words (“The end this of our 
wisdom”, etc.) are accompanied by the motive of Renunciation 
(No. 9), that of the Curse, that of Magic Sleep, and finally the 
fate-laden Annunciation of Death (No. 83 B).* 


2 


After the disappearance of the Norns a long melodic line un- 
coils itself slowly in the ’cellos, broken by the Siegfried motive 
(No. 108) in a broader form befitting the new Siegfried: 


0.15 
" Tranguillo 
> 


No.158 


dolcissimo 


The red glow of the dawn increases, while down in the valley the 
fire grows fainter. No. 158 ascends in mountainous waves in one 
reiteration after another; at the mighty climax of its development 
No. 157 rings out with the full force of the brass, and Brynhilde 
and Siegfried enter, he fully armed, she leading her horse by the 
bridle; and the joyous fanfare that had formerly characterised the 
simple boy (No. 108) receives a rhythmical transformation that 
shows him as the man he has now become: 


1 Wagner was agreeable to the prelude being played at concerts as a purely 
orchestral piece. 
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To the caressing strain of No. 158 and a new motive, that of 
Heroic Love: 


No.160 Mod 


erato 
es CT eer aan: ee tr 


Bass: F 


Brynhilde addresses the hero whom she is now sending forth to 
fresh deeds of glory. The runes the Gods had taught her she has 
given to him, she says, while she herself has been bereft of maid- 
enhood by the man who is now her master; weak in wisdom is she 
now, though strong in love; and she implores him not to forget the 
poor heart that has given him all it had to give. One thing alone he 
knows, he replies, — that Brynhilde lives — and this he will always 
remember. He will leave with her, as token of his love, the Ring. 
In return she gives him her horse Grane; no more will he carry 
her on winged feet through the air, but Siegfried he will follow 
wherever he may lead; thus even in absence each will be present 
to the other. The long duet ends with their both taking up the 
Siegfried motive of Freedom (No. 134) in an extended form: 


No.161 Animato 


3 
Siegfried leads the horse down the rock, Brynhilde accompany- 
ing him, and the orchestral episode known in the concert room as 
Siegfried’s Rhine Journey begins. It opens with a lively version of 
No. 157, followed by No. 161. By the time No. 168 appears Sieg- 
fried has disappeared from our sight; but his further course can 
be followed in the orchestra, and, for a while, with the aid of 
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Brynhilde’s gestures. No. 108, intoned by a horn behind the 
scenes, indicates that he has reached the valley. Brynhilde de- 
scends the rock, catches sight of him once more, and makes rap- 
turous signs to him. A vigorous mutation of No. 153: 


No.162 


JS Bass: C throughout a 


peals out, at which point he is lost to Brynhilde’s view and the 
curtain falls. A joyous contrapuntal combination of No. 108 and 
No. 23 (Loge) in a new form suggests that he and Grane are 
making their way through the wall of fire round the fell. Then a 
mighty surge of No. 2 combined with No. 8, followed by the song 
of the Rhinemaidens (No. 7) shows us that he has reached and 
is passing down the Rhine. Gradually a shadow steals across the 
exuberant music: the Ring motive appears, followed by that of 
Renunciation (No. 9), then No. 36 (the groans of the enslaved 
Nibelungs and Alberich’s imperious orders to them), till at last 
the tone and temper of the music change completely as a first 
hint of the milieu and the atmosphere of the next scene is given 
out: 
No.163 

Ritenuto 


col 8% throughout 


The management of the long picture is one of the best examples 
of Wagner's art of transformation by means of music from one 
pictorial or psychological plane to another. 
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At this point the tragedy of the Twilight of the Gods begins. 
When the curtain rises we see the great hall of the Gibichungs’ 
stronghold on the Rhine; it is open at the back, where we have a 
view of the shore running down to the river, with rocky heights 
enclosing it. On a throne sits Gunther, the King of the Gibichungs, 
with his sister Gutrune at his side: before them is a table with 
drinking vessels, and in front of this sits the grim, dour Hagen. He 
is Gunther's half-brother, the son of Alberich. At the rising of the 
curtain the music carries on from our No. 163 to a motive repre- 
sentative of Hagen: 


No. 164 
Moderato 


col 8% throughout 
the continuation of which: 


will afterwards refer more particularly to the Gibichung race. 
Gunther addresses Hagen, asking him how his name and that of 
the Gibichungs now stand on the Rhine. Gunther's fame fills him 
with envy, Hagen replies; but his glory had been foretold by her 
who had borne them both, Queen Grimhilde. Gunther in turn en- 
vies this half-brother of his for his superior wisdom. Hagen goes 
on to say that great as is the Gibichung renown he is not yet con- 
tent with it, for there are things Gunther might have done but has 
not yet set himself to do: he has no wife, and Gutrune is still un- 
wedded. Hagen knows of a wife for his brother, the noblest in the 
world: she dwells on a rock engirdled with fire, through which 
only a stronger and braver than Gunther could force his way — 
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Siegfried, the son of Siegmund and Sieglinde, who had earned 
imperishable fame by slaying the Dragon that brooded upon the 
Nibelung Gold. What is this Nibelung Hoard of which he has of- 
ten heard? asks Gunther. “The man who could wield its might”, 
Hagen replies, “could make himself lord of the world: Siegfried 
has won it, and now the Nibelungs are thralls to him.* None but 
he can penetrate the fire.” 

Gunther rises angrily from his seat and strides agitatedly about 
the hall. Why raise this discord and doubt? he asks; why spur him 
on to long for something he cannot accomplish? Hagen, without 
ever moving from his place at the table, stops him with a mysteri- 
ous sign as the wood wind gives out softly a suggestion of the 
Tarnhelm motive: 


No. 166 


What if Siegfried could be induced by magic arts to bring the 
bride to them, he asks; would she not then be Gunther’s? And 
would not the hero do it at the King’s request — if he himself 
loved their sister? The orchestra gives out the motive of Entice- 
ment: 


No. 167 


Moderato 


P 
1 Wagner took this line over unthinkingly from Siegfried’s Death. It has no 
point in the present Ring, where nothing is said of any connection of Sieg- 
fried with the Nibelungs. 
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‘as the gentle Gutrune asks what charm she could have for a hero 
who would have the world’s noblest women at his feet. “Remem- 
ber the drink in the chest, and trust to me who brought it there”, 
answers Hagen; “the hero whom thou desirest shall be afire with 
love for thee. Let Siegfried but taste of that magic draught, and it 
will fade from his memory that he has ever seen any woman but 
thee”; and the orchestra projects the subtle, insidious motive of 
Magic Deceit: 
No. 168 


oO 
° 


to which is appended (bar 3) the falling figure always associated 
with Hagen. 


4 


“Would that Siegfried I might see!” sighs Gutrune: but Gunther 
praises the mother who bore so wise a son as Hagen. But how 
to find the hero? Just then, from a distance, but loudly, comes a 
horn call, and the orchestra takes up the joyous motive of the 
young Siegfried (No. 108). The hero is roaming the earth, quest- 
ing for fresh deeds of renown, Hagen tells the others, and no doubt 
in time he will come to Gibich’s hall on the Rhine. The horn call 
sounds again, a little nearer. Hagen goes to the shore, and to an 
accompaniment that embodies both his characteristic interval and 
a phrase that will form part of the chorus of Gibichung vassals in 
the second act: 

No.169 
Animato 


E 


Bass: F 
he tells them that on the river he sees a boat with a man and a 
horse; with the strongest and easiest of strokes the man drives the 
boat against the stream; nobody can it be but Siegfried himself. 
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Hagen hails him through his hollowed hands, welcoming him 
to the hall of the son of Gibich, and soon the hero fastens the boat 
to the land and springs ashore with his horse; and as Hagen greets 
him with feigned cordiality the Curse motive rings out with ter- 
rific power in the orchestra, followed by the motive of Enticement 
(No. 167). Gunther announces himself as the Gibichung King, 
and Siegfried, in the approved fashion of the sagas, offers him his 
choice of combat or amity. Gunther gives him warm welcome as 
friend. Looking fixedly at Hagen, Siegfried asks how he came to 
address him by name; and to a fresh enunciation of the Curse mo- 
tive the sinister Hagen explains that he knew him by his strength. 
The Curse motive flows without a break into that of the hero Sieg- 
fried (No. 108 B), in a way that illustrates, on a small scale, Wag- 
ner’s technique, in the Ring, of thematic interlocking: as so many 
of the motives are variants of the simplest suggestions of tonic 
and dominant they can join up to or combine with each other in 
the most natural way: 


N e 
aS (Siegfried) 


° 
CALE On | a 
°, 


(Cc urse) % b e 


Throughout the Twilight of the Gods the orchestral tissue is com- 
posed of a constant succession, combination and interplay of mo- 
tives, in a way that makes detailed specification of them an im- 
possibility. 

Siegfried commends Grane to the care of Hagen, who leads him 
away. Gutrune, at a gesture from her half-brother, has already re- 
tired into her inner chamber, as yet unobserved by Siegfried. In 
courteous fashion Gunther, to the accompaniment of a new mo- 
tive, that of Friendship: 


a 
3 

makes Siegfried free of the hall of his fathers. The hero has noth- 

ing to offer in return but his sword; but Hagen, who has now re- 
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" turned, says it is rumoured that he is master of the Nibelung 
Hoard. “That poor treasure I so despised”, replies Siegfried, “that 
I left it lying there with a Dragon to guard it, taking away only 
this” — he points to a piece of mail-work hanging from his belt — 
“the worth of which I do not know.” “The Tarnhelm it is”, Hagen 
tells him, “the cunningest Nibelung work; with this on thy head 
thou canst change thy shape as thou wilt, or fly in a trice to lands 
afar. Nought else hast thou of the Hoard?” “Only a Ring”, says 
Siegfried, “and that is held by a noble woman.” “Brynhilde!” mut- 
ters Hagen. 


5 


Just then Gutrune re-enters, accompanied by her sweet and gra- 
cious motive: 


No.172 
Moderato 


There is no evil in her, nor even strength; she is merely a gentle 
creature caught in Hagen’s web and used by him for his own evil 
purpose. As the daughter of Gibich’s house she welcomes the new- 
comer and offers him a drinking-horn. He takes it from her cour- 
teously, and with the motive of Enticement (No. 167) and that of 
Love’s Greeting to the World (No. 148) interlocking in the or- 
chestra, he drinks to Brynhilde. In the softest of tones and colours 
the orchestra breathes the mysterious motive of Magic Deceit, 
which is followed by that of Gutrune. While she lowers her eyes 
before him in shame and confusion Siegfried declares himself 
aflame with love for her. Her name, he learns from Gunther, is 
Gutrune; “and good”, he says, “are the runes I read in her eyes.” 
Overwhelmed by the passion of his speech she humbly bows her 
head, and with a gesture indicating her feeling that she is un- 
worthy of so great a hero she leaves the hall with faltering steps: 
he follows her with his eyes as if bewitched, while Gunther and 
Hagen keep their gaze steadily fixed on him. 
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Has Gunther a wife? he asks. Not yet, replies the Gibichung 
King, nor is the woman on whom his heart is set to be lightly won, 
for her home is on a rock protected by a fire through which he 
could never break: her name is Brynhilde. Siegfried’s demeanour 
all this while shows him trying to capture some definite outline in 
the mist of things forgotten, but even the word Brynhilde does not 
restore his memory. At the mention of the fire he turns gaily to 
Gunther and offers to bring him Brynhilde if he may have Gutrune 
for wife, for by the magic craft of the Tarnhelm he will change 
himself into the semblance of the Gibichung. On this they swear 
blood-brotherhood in saga fashion. Hagen fills a drinking-horn 
with wine and holds it out to Siegfried and Gunther, each of 
whom cuts an arm with his sword and lets the blood run into the 
horn, on which he then places two fingers. Siegfried begins the 
oath: 


Blii - hen-den Le- bens la -  bendes Blut — 
Flow - er-ing life’s all - fresh - en-ing blood— 


trau - felt. ich in den  Trank. 
here I[— drop in the draught. 


Gunther answering him with “Brothers’ love in bravest blend 
bloom from our blood in the cup!”: 


Troth I drink to my friendl 
Glad and free 
let bloom from our bond 
“blood-brotherhood here! 
They continue: 
Breaks a brother the bond, 
false if friend be to friend, 
what in drops today 
we two have drunken, 
in streams unceasing shall flow, 
so shall traitor atone! 
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But the Hagen motive in the orchestra gives a sinister turn to the 
oath, and at the supreme moment of the pledge the ominous 
Curse motive is heard once more. When each of them has drunk 
from the horn the orchestra clinches the oath with a decisive oc- 
tave drop, followed by the Treaty motive in the brass, with, as 
will be seen (in the third bar) tuba and trombone ejaculating 
“Hagen!”: 

Noir74i-—"X 


Siegfried, after drinking, has held out the horn to Hagen, who, 
however, still standing behind the pair, instead of draining it hews 
it in two with his sword. Siegfried, looking hard at him, asks why 
he had taken no part in the oath. His blood would poison the 
draught, the grim one replies, for it flows not pure and noble like 
theirs; so sluggish and cold is it that nothing would redden his 
cheeks; hence he holds himself aloof from bonds of fire. Gunther 
bids Siegfried give no heed to the gloomy man, and the hero dons 
his shield and summons the Gibichung to follow him to his boat: 
in it he will leave him for a night, and in the morning the bride 
shall be his. So the pair set out down the Rhine, Hagen being left 
to guard the hall during Gunther's absence. Gutrune returns for a 
moment, to learn that the pair have gone in quest of Brynhilde; 
and she goes back to her chamber with an innocently happy cry 
af “Siegfried — mine!” 

Then comes the great interlude of Hagen’s Watch. Holding 
shield and spear he sits down with his back against a post at the 
entrance to the hall, and his sombre monologue begins, against an 
orchestral background that incorporates his own characteristic 
falling diminished fifth with the rhythm of the Annihilation mo- 
tive previously associated with Alberich (No. 40). The unseen 
presence of his Nibelung father seems to brood over the scene in 
an harmonically darkened version of the Motive (No. 36) of the 
power given to Alberich by the Ring over the Nibelung host: 
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No.175 
Molto moderato 
a 


Gibich’s son, Hagen muses, will bring back with him, thanks to 
Siegfried, the bride of brides; but he will bring also a prize for Ha- 
gen — the Ring; and with that Hagen will bring down in ruin all 
these beings, better than himself, whom, because of the Alberich 
blood in him, he hates: 


Ye sons of freedom, 
lusty companions, 

laugh as ye sail on your way! 
base though ye deem him, 
ye both shall serve 

the Niblung’s son! 


6 


During the sombre orchestral interlude that follows the mono- 
logue the curtain in front of the hall is drawn, hiding the stage 
from the spectator. The psychological purport of the music is still 
Hagen’s dark plotting; but gradually, by means of one of those 
slow transitions of which Wagner had the secret, the mood 
changes, the colour lightens, till finally the clarinet gives out the 
happy Brynhilde motive shown in No. 158, across which, how- 
ever, there soon creeps the shadow of the Curse. This kind of ap- 
position is maintained in what follows: Brynhilde is about to look 
out once more upon the world (No. 148), but, we realise, not with 
the same prospect of happiness as at the end of Siegfried, for be- 
neath these tranquil strains there throbs persistently the broken 
rhythm of the Annihilation motive (No. 40). 

When the curtain is drawn aside again we see the rocky heights 
once more, with Brynhilde sitting at the entrance to the cave, si- 
lently and thoughtfully contemplating Siegfried’s Ring. “Over- 
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come by happy memories”, say the stage directions in the score, 
“she covers it with kisses.” * Twice the orchestra breathes tenderly 
the motive (No. 152) to which, in the final scene of Siegfried, she 
had greeted the hero as the “wealth of the world, life of the life of 
things”; but thrice the mysterious motive of Magic Deceit (No. 
168) hints at the evil that will soon ensnare her as it had already 
ensnared Siegfried. She has just heard, for the first time since Wo- 
tan laid her in slumber, a sound now almost forgotten but as the 
breath of her nostrils to her of old, that of a Valkyrie galloping 
through the air: who can it be, she asks, that is coming to visit the 
solitary one? She is hailed from afar by Waltraute, who, after leav- 
ing her horse in the nearby wood, enters and is greeted joyously 
by Brynhilde, who at first does not perceive that her sister is agi- 
tated and anxious. Brynhilde’s first ecstatic thought is that she 
comes from War-father with a message that his heart has turned 
in forgiveness and love again to his child — though her punish- 
ment she does not regret, since it had brought her the love of the 
noblest of heroes; and she breaks into a cry of delight and em- 
braces her sister Valkyrie, whom she imagines to have come to 
share her happiness. 

Waltraute’s agitation soon makes her look for another explana- 
tion. Has Wotan, after all, not pardoned her? she asks: has Wal- 
traute come to her racked with fear of his wrath? Were that all, 
the Valkyrie replies, her anguish would soon be at an end; and 
she tells in detail what had brought her in haste to the rock. Since 
he had lost Brynhilde, Wotan had sent out his Maidens no more 
to the battlefield: for a while even his warriors had seen him no 
more, for he had ranged restlessly through the world as Wanderer. 
At last he had come back to Walhall, holding in his hand the splin- 
ters of his Spear, shattered by the Sword of a hero. Silently he had 
sent the warriors to hew the world-ash-tree in pieces. (Here the 
Walhall motive, in a graver form, links up with the motive of the 
Need of the Gods (No. 81) in a new aspect in the bass): 

1 Nothing of all this was in the original poem: Wagner, when he came to 
write the music, saw fit, as he had done in the final duet of Siegfried, to in- 
corporate in it certain emotional experiences of his own and Cosima’s. Hence 
his employment here of No. 152, which, as we have seen, came into the 
Siegfried score from the string quartet of 1864 and was used again in the 
Siegfried Idyll. It is only here that Wagner employs No, 152 in connection 
with the Ring. 
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To this majestic accompaniment Waltraute tells how Wotan had 
ordered a towering wall to be built with these pieces round Wal- 
hall. Then he had called all the Gods and heroes to council: tor- 
tured with fear they had stood in ring beyond ring round him 
while he sat silent on his throne, still holding the fragments of the 
Spear in his hand, of Holda’s apples eating no more. Awestruck 
and spellbound the Gods saw him send out his messengers the 
ravens: 
when to the hall 

with tidings good they return, 

then shall Wotan his grief forget, 

smiling his fate will he face. 


The trembling Valkyries had clung to his knees, but he turned a 
blind eye to their imploring: 
upon his breast 
weeping I flung me; 
then soft grew his look; 
he remembered, Brynhilde, thee! 


and the motive formerly associated with Wotan’s Dejection (No. 
79) now merges, in an extended form: 
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into one of the most melting passages in all music as the weary 
God muses on his parting from Brynhilde, when he had pressed 
his last kiss on her lips: 


el = Oe 
Cae | ES dhe 


With closed eyes, Waltraute continues, he sighed, and whispered, 
as if sunk in dreams: 


if e’er the river maidens 
win back the Ring from Brynhilde again, 
from the Curse’s load 

released were God and world! 


Then Waltraute, stealing softly from among the silent heroes, had 
mounted her horse and hastened to her sister, to implore her to 
put an end to the grief of the Gods. 


7 


Brynhilde replies tranquilly that all this has no meaning for her 
now, for it is long since she left the great hall in the cloudy heav- 
ens. But what is it that Waltraute would have her do? “Give back 
the Ring to the Rhinemaidens”, says Waltraute vehemently: 
“from it comes all the world’s woe; fling the accursed thing back 
into the waters, and end Walhall’s grief for ever!” But Brynhilde 
is immovable: the Ring was given her by Siegfried as pledge of his 
love, and she prizes it more than all the raptures of Walhall, all 
the fame of the Gods; and she loses herself in happy memories of 
her awakening on the fell. She refuses to grant the Valkyrie’s 
prayer: 

Then home to the holy 
council of Gods; 

and of my Ring 

this rede bear thou for me: 


while life doth last I will love, 
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from love they never will win me; 
fall first in ruins 
Walhall’s splendour and pride! 


With a great cry of “Woe’s me! Woe to thee, sister! Woe to Wal- 
hall!” Waltraute leaves her, in a tempest that suddenly sweeps 
over the wood. 

Brynhilde follows her sister's course in thought. By now eve- 
ning has fallen, and down in the valley she sees the fire rising fu- 
riously to the very heights of the mountain. It must be Siegfried 
returning to her, she says; and she springs up in delight as the fa- 
miliar horn call resounds from below. Suddenly he becomes visi- 
ble on a high rock: the flames leap out fiercely at him, but recede 
as he slowly advances. He is in Gunther’s form, with the Tarnhelm 
concealing the upper part of his face, leaving only the eyes free. 
Brynhilde recoils in terror before this sinister apparition, with a 
cry of “Betrayed! Who forced my fire?” 

A sombre enunciation of the Tarnhelm motive is followed by a 
long silence, broken at last by a murmuring of the motive of Magic 
Deceit (No. 168) and a fateful suggestion of the Gibichung mo- 
tive (No. 165). After another spell of silence, Siegfried, in a 
feigned voice, deeper than his own, answers her question: a wooer 
has come, one whom her fire could not affright: he wins her for 
his wife, a hero who, if nought but force will serve, by force will 
tame her: let her follow him now where he leads. What is this 
shape of dread? she asks again in terror — a mortal? an eagle that 
has swooped on her to rend her? one of Hella’s night-born host? 
“A Gibichung”, is the reply; “Gunther is my name, and thou must 
follow me.” No. 177 becomes definitely a motive of her own 
calamity: 


No.179 


as she breaks into a wild lament: this, then, is Wotan’s vengeful 
way of punishing her? Now, she thinks, she divines the God’s piti- 
less purpose. In a frenzy of despair she holds out the Ring, to 
which she trusts to guard her. “Husband’s right gives it to Gun- 
ther”, Siegfried tells her, and he will have it by force. 
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They struggle together for a while, and at last he seizes her by 
the hand and tears the Ring from her finger. As she sinks brokenly 
into his arms her unconscious look meets his; and the orchestra 
gives out a pathetic reminiscence of No. 152, followed by the mo- 
tive of the Tarnhelm and that of Magic Deceit as he lets her faint- 
ing body sink on to the stone bench at the entrance to the cave, 
tells her that now she is Gunther’s bride, and bids her show him 
the way to her cave. The sinister rhythm of the Annihilation mo- 
tive (No. 40) pulsates in the orchestra as he drives her before 
him into the cave with an imperious gesture. Then comes an aston- 
ishing musical-psychological stroke, of a kind of which only music 
among the arts is capable. Three times we hear the decisive oc- 
tave drop of the motive of the Troth sworn with Gunther, fol- 
lowed by three bars of a contrapuntal combination of the Sword 
motive in the upper part, the Treaty motive in the middle part, 
and that of Hagen in the lowest: 


No.180 
Animato 


Siegfried draws his sword and says, in his natural voice: 


Now, Nothung, witness thou 

that pure my wooing was; 

that troth I keep with my brother, 
bar me from Gunther's bride. 


There is a bitterly ironic upsurge of the happy Brynhilde motive 
(No. 158), succeeded by a final triumphant statement of the 
Troth motive (the octave drop) and a sinister reminder of Hagen 
in the depths of the orchestra, and as Siegfried follows Brynhilde 
into the cave the curtain falls. 
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The tremendous second act, which is in some ways Wagner's 
supreme achievement in music drama, shows us not only Siegfried 
and Brynhilde but Gunther and Gutrune becoming inescapably 
entangled in Hagen’s net. The drama is tense, the action swift and 
compact; and the musical fabric consists for the most part of inces- 
sant interweavings of the motives now familiar to us. 

An orchestral introduction depicts the sombre brooding of Al- 
berich and Hagen on the problem that obsesses them: prominent 
in it are the sinister rhythmic throb of the Annihilation motive, 
the Hagen motive, and an harmonic intensification of what we 
have sometimes called, for convenience’ sake, the motive of Servi- 
tude (Nos. 83 and 36), but which is freely used by Wagner to 
express now this aspect of woe, now that: 


No. 181 


Molto moderato 
oS 


etc, 


This harmonic subtilisation of earlier motives is a leading feature 
of the opera from now onward; as the tragedy deepens, the 
darker become the meanings with which the themes are seen to 
be charged. 

When the curtain rises we see an open space on the shore in 
front of the hall of the Gibichungs. The open entrance to the hall 
is now on our right; on the left stretches a bank of the Rhine. 
Running across the background towards the right of the stage is 
a series of rocky heights, on which stand three altar-stones, one for 
Wotan, one for Fricka, and one for Donner. It is night: Hagen is 
still where we left him when Siegfried and Gunther set out on 
their journey down the Rhine — apparently asleep, leaning against 
one of the posts of the hall, with his arm round his spear and his 
shield by his side. As the moon suddenly pierces through the 
clouds we catch sight of Alberich, crouching before Hagen and 
leaning his arms on the latter’s knees. He asks his son softly if he 
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is sleeping and unable to hear him whom rest and sleep have long 
forsaken. Hagen, who throughout the scene-remains motionless 
and speaks as if in sleep, though his eyes are open, replies that he 
hears him well: what message has the Nibelung for him? Is he as 
bold, Alberich asks him, as the mother who bore him? “Stout heart 
my mother gave me’, is the reply, “yet may her son not thank her 
that she was caught by thy craft: old too soon am I, pale and wan: 
I hate the happy! Joy I know not.” “Hate the happy!” says Albe- 
rich eagerly; “so wilt thou love thy joyless, woe-weighted father as 
thou shouldst. Be crafty, strong and bold. Those whom we fight 
with the forces of darkness are stricken to the heart by our hate; 
for the ruthless robber Wotan has been vanquished by one whom 
he begat, and now he sits in dread, awaiting his downfall.” It is not 
that he fears Wotan, continues Alberich, for the God is doomed 
to go down with the rest. It is his lost power that Alberich covets, 
and down to ruin he will go if he and Hagen are true to them- 
selves and each other, linked by a common rage and hate; and a 
new motive, that of Murder, is heard in the orchestra: 


No.182 


Animato 


etc. 


The Ring has passed into the hands of a fearless stripling over 
whom Alberich has no power, for he does not know the worth of 
it and makes no use of its might; he is warm with life and lives 
only for love. One aim alone, says the Nibelung, he and Hagen 
should have — the ruin of the God. The Ring has been given by 
the boy in love to a woman; if on her prompting it should return 
to the Rhinemaidens, all the Nibelung’s wiles will be in vain for 
ever. Alberich himself-had lacked the strength to slay the Dragon; 
but he had begotten a grim son and bred hatred and the passion 
for vengeance in him. “Win me the Ring, in Wotan’s and Vol- 
sung’s despite! Swear it to me, Hagen, my son!” 

“The Ring I will win thee”, Hagen replies; “rest thou and wait!” 
Alberich is gradually lost in the shadows as the morning twilight 
slowly steals in, but out of the darkness comes the reiterated 
hoarse appeal, “Swear to me, Hagen, my son! Be true to me! Be 
true!” “To myself I swear”, says Hagen; “be silent and have no 
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care!” Alberich disappears completely; Hagen, still without mov- 
ing, looks with fixed eyes towards the Rhine, over which the light 
of dawn is now spreading: 


No.183 
Moderato - Law, } 


The phrase shows Wagner once more practising his art of almost 
imperceptible transition. (The fragment marked B is a foreshad- 
owing of a motive that will afterwards be associated with the bar- 
baric merriment of Hagen and the Gibichung vassals). 


9 


The Rhine becomes more and more clearly visible in the red 
light of dawn, but the warm glow of the music is flecked for a mo- 
ment by a reminder of the Tarnhelm motive as Hagen gives a 
slight start. Suddenly, to the accompaniment of his horn call, Sieg- 
fried emerges from a bush near the shore: he is now in his own 
form, but the Tarnhelm is still on his head. Taking it off and hang- 
ing it at his girdle he gives Hagen a cheery greeting. Hagen rises 
to hear the news that Gunther and Brynhilde are following down 
the river. The hero calls gaily to Gutrune, who comes out from 
the hall: they shall hear, he says, how he subdued Brynhilde and 
is now come to claim Gutrune for wife. She hails him joyously in 
the name of Freia, to the accompaniment of a modification of her 
own motive (No. 172), to which is now added (at A) a theme 
that will later be associated with the Gibichung greeting to her- 
self and Siegfried: 


Gunther, she learns, had passed unscathed through the fire, which 
Siegfried had braved for him, singing, as he clove the flames, for 
love of Gutrune: the Tarnhelm had disguised him, as Hagen had 
said it would, and it was to Gunther that the Valkyrie thought she 
had yielded. To her new lord she had submitted all the bridal 
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night till the dawn; but, he assures Gutrune, between Siegfried 
and Brynhilde had been his sword, “as between east and west is 
north; so near was Brynhilde to him, so far”: and once more we 
hear the combination of motives shewn in No. 179. In the morning 
mist, he continues, she had accompanied him to the valley; when 
near the strand, swift as thought Gunther stood there in his stead. 
The Tarnhelm had carried Siegfried in a trice to the hall, and 
Gunther and his bride were following in the boat. Gutrune hails 
him with a glad cry of “Siegfried! Mightiest of men! I faint for 
fear of thee!” 

Hagen, looking down from the height in the foreground, sees a 
sail in the distance on the river. “Give the bride a joyous greeting”, 
cries the happy Gutrune, to the strain of No. 184 A, “that glad and 
blithe she bide among us”; and she bids Hagen call the men of 
Gibich to the hall for the wedding. She herself, taking Siegfried 
with her by the hand, goes out to summon the women to share 
her own happiness with her. 

Ascending a rock in the background, Hagen blows on his hoarse 
cow-horn a boisterous, uncouth melody: 


as he calls to the Gibichung vassals to assemble with their weap- 
ons — “goodly weapons, strong weapons, sharp for strife, for Need 
is here”; and the orchestra comments on these last words with the 
motive of the Doom of the Gods (No. 44) plunging downward in 
great waves. Cow-horns behind the scenes answer his rough call, 
and a wild crew of armed vassals rushes in from all quarters and 
gathers on the shore in front of the hall. There follows the first 
chorus to be heard in the whole Ring, an affair of wild ejacula- 
tions to the accompaniment first of all of the motive of the 
vassals: 
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They ask why they have been summoned: Hagen tells them that 
Gunther is returning to them, bringing with him a wife. But no 
vassals will she have in her train: she comes alone: the King had 
been shielded from harm by the hero Siegfried, the slayer of the 
Dragon. What need then has the King of them? they ask: what 
work have they to do? They are told to slaughter great steers on 
Wotan’s altar, with a boar for Froh, a lusty goat for Donner, and 
“sheep in plenty for Fricka, that she may smile on the marriage” 
—and Hagen breaks into an ironic melodic phrase with rough 
shakes in it. After the sacrifices they must fill the horns deep with 
mead and wine and drink with their women, carousing till they 
fall like logs. 

They have listened to his rough jocularity with growing merri- 
ment; now they burst into ringing laughter, and to strains built 
up of No. 183 A, the Wedding motive already associated with 
Gutrune (No. 172), and the pendant to this shown in No. 184 A, 
they sing a barbaric paean to this grim Hagen of theirs, who has 
now become a bridal herald! For all his savage jocularity, Hagen’s 
demeanour all the while has been grave: now he comes down 
among the vassals and bids them cease their laughter and prepare 
to receive Gunther and his bride: let them serve their lady loyally, 
and if she be wronged let their vengeance be swift. 


10 


The boat with Gunther and Brynhilde comes into sight and 
gradually reaches the shore: taking her ceremoniously by the 
hand he presents her to the vassals, who, clashing their weapons 
together, acclaim them in a massive chorus founded on the Gibi- 


chung theme (No. 165): 


No.187 
Molto moderato 


Brynhilde stands with lowered eyes as Gunther presents her as his 
wife, who shall be the crowning glory of the Gibichung name. A 
hint of what is passing in her mind is given us by a recurrence in 
the bassoons of No. 179, which we now begin to associate with 
Brynhilde’s desire for vengeance on Siegfried. But she does not 
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speak or raise her eyes even when Siegfried and Gutrune, accom. 
panied by the latter’s women, come in from-the hall: the happy 
Gutrune is now accompanied by a still sweeter form of her char- 
acteristic theme: 


Gunther greets them: “two happy bridals”, he says “we celebrate 
together — Brynhilde and Gunther, Gutrune and Siegfried”. 

At this last word Brynhilde starts out of her torpor and per- 
ceives Siegfried. Her eyes remain rivetted on him in amazement 
while No. 179 raises its ominous head in the orchestra, joined with 
a suggestion of the Hagen motive and that of Death (No. 83). 
She trembles violently; Gunther releases her hand, perplexed, like 
the vassals, by her behaviour. Siegfried asks calmly what it is that 
troubles her: she can only ejaculate incredulously “Siegfried — 
here? Gutrune?” “Gunther’s gentle sister”, says Siegfried, “won 
by me, as thou by him.” She gives him the lie, then staggers and 
appears about to fall. Siegfried, who is nearest to her, supports 
her in his arms; she looks up at him and says feebly, “Siegfried 
knows me not!” He calls to Gunther to come to his bride, and as 
she does so she sees the Ring on Siegfried’s finger and breaks into 
a wild cry as something of the truth begins to dawn on her. 

Hagen, recognising that the decisive moment has arrived, turns 
to the vassals, bidding them hearken to this woman’s words. Mas- 
tering herself with difficulty Brynhilde says: 


On thy hand there 
I beheld a Ring; 
not thine to wear it: 
he who won it 
(pointing to Gunther) 
standeth there! 
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How came then to thee 
the Ring from his hand? 


Siegfried, quietly contemplating the Ring, assures her that it did 
not come to him from Gunther. Then Brynhilde turns to the latter: 
“Thou who didst win from me the Ring with which I wedded 
thee, teach this man thy right: demand back the pledge!” The 
embarrassed Gibichung disclaims all knowledge of the Ring, and 
is finally reduced to bewildered silence. Then all becomes clear to 
Brynhilde: in a passionate outburst she denounces Siegfried — 
who is still lost in musing on the Ring —as a “treacherous thief” 
who stole it from her. All eyes are turned enquiringly on him. No 
woman gave him the Ring, he says; he won it by his sword at 
Neidhéhle, where he had slain the Dragon who guarded it. 

Hagen steps between them: if this is indeed Brynhilde’s Ring, 
he says, the one that Gunther wrested from her, then it is his by 
right, and Siegfried took it by craft; and for that the traitor should 
atone. With frenzied cries of “Betrayed! Shamefully betrayed! 
Deceit, vile beyond all vengeance!” Brynhilde calls on the Gods 
above to say if all this was part of their decree — to inflict on her 
a shame past bearing. If so, then 


teach me a vengeance 

too dire to be told! 

Stir me to wrath 

that may never be stilledl 
Break in pieces 

the heart of Brynhilde, 
may but this traitor 

taste bitter death! 


Gunther tries in vain to calm her: she calls on them all to witness 
that she is Siegfried’s wife. The unknowing Siegfried in his turn 
accuses her of falsehood. He had sworn blood-brotherhood with 
Gunther, and he had been true to his bond, for his good sword 
Nothung had lain between himself and Gunther’s wife. By now 
Brynhilde has reached the breaking-point: no longer mistress of 
herself, possessed by only one idea, that of vengeance, she swears 
that it is Siegfried who is lying — that on the bridal night the 
sword had lain in its sheath on the wall while its owner forced her 
love. 
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This is the explosive spark of the drama. Gunther reproaches 
Siegfried with having betrayed him: Gutrune implores him to 
swear that Brynhilde is not speaking truth: the vassals demand 
that he shall confirm his word with an oath. He accepts the chal- 
lenge: on whose weapon shall he swear? “On mine”, replies Ha- 
gen. The vassals form a ring round the pair, and Hagen holds out 
his spear, on the point of which Siegfried lays two fingers of his 
right hand, the orchestra thundering out No. 179. Solemnly he 
swears that he has spoken the truth: 


when his hour comes to die, may it be this very spear that deals 
him his death-stroke if in anything he had betrayed his brother 
Gunther. Forcing her way through the vassals, the maddened 
Brynhilde tears his hand away from the spear, seizing the point of 
it with her own. To the melody of No. 189 she swears an oath like 
Siegfried’s: may the spear-point deal this man death, for he had 
been false to Gunther and now he has sworn falsehood. The ex- 
cited vassals call on Donner to break this knot with his thunder. 
Siegfried, turning to Gunther, bids him take this wild mountain 
maid — in whose breast some demon or other has instilled his evil 
craft, so that she now slanders and shames the man who had won 
her for wife — and lead her back to peace of mind with time and 
rest. He himself, he thinks, must have played his part ill on the 
fell, the Tarnhelm having perhaps hidden only half of his face: 
“but woman’s spite is soon at an end, and ere long she will thank 
thee for having won her through me”. The vassals and the women 
he tells to come to the wedding feast with him and be gay. Light- 
heartedly he throws his arm round Gutrune and takes her with 
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him into the hall, whither they follow him, carried away by his 


aiety. 

; Only Brynhilde, Gunther and Hagen remain on the stage while 
the orchestra pours out motive after motive in comment on the sit- 
uation. The silence is at last broken by Brynhilde, who, speaking 
more to herself than to the others, asks sombrely what may be the 
meaning of this mystery. What wizard has stirred up this storm by 
his craft? Her wisdom fails her: she had parted with all her runes 
to Siegfried, and now he gaily casts her, sorrowing in her shame, 
to his friend. “Who now will bring me the sword wherewith I may 
sever my bonds?” She turns a dull look on Hagen as he approaches 
her and says, “Trust in me; vengeance I'll wreak on him who be- 
trayed thee!” “On whom?” she asks vacantly. “On Siegfried, the 
traitor to thee!” She smiles bitterly as she replies: 


one single flash 

of the eye of the hero, 
one glance such as gleamed through the helm, 
shedding glory on me, 

and in fear 


thy hand would falter! 


Truth or falsehood, oaths or spears, what will all these avail 
against the strongest of heroes? Hard indeed will it be to slay Sieg- 
fried in combat, Hagen admits; let Brynhilde’s wisdom, then, tell 
him how the hero may fall to his spear. Accompanied by one of 
the most expressive strains in the whole Ring, which Wagner, 
however, has no occasion to employ later as a regular motive: 


No. 190 


Brynhilde laments that every art she knew she had bestowed on 
him to guard him in battle; and the orchestra gives out sad re- 
minders of the bliss associated with No. 150. But, she recalls, there 
is one place in which he is vulnerable; knowing he would never 


618 


THE TWILIGHT OF THE GODS 


turn his back on a foe she had set no spell there. “And there strik 
eth my sword!” says Hagen grimly. 


12 


Turning quickly to Gunther he urges him to rouse himself to 
action. For only reply the Gibichung King passionately bewails 
the deceit that had been practised on him, and calls on his 
stronger and more crafty brother to help him. Brynhilde taunts 
him with weakness and cowardice: Hagen insists that 


no help from brain, 
no help from hand, 
nought helps but Siegfried’s death! 


Gunther recoils in horror: “Blood-brotherhood I swore with him”, 
he cries, to the accompaniment of No. 173 in the hoarse tones of 
the horns. The others goad him on relentlessly to the deed from 
which he shrinks, and at last Hagen plays the decisive card. Bryn- 
hilde’s insistence that Siegfried’s death alone will glut her ven- 
geance or blot out the guilt of the Gibichung pair who had plot- 
ted against her does not move the weak but honourable man; but 
Hagen wins him over by hinting softly to him that when Siegfried 
falls the Ring will be his, and with it power beyond his dreams. 
(The reader will recall that at Gunther's first appearance in the 
opera he had put to Hagen the question that was evidently always 
uppermost in his thoughts — “How stands it with my fame? Is the 
name of Gibich glorious on the Rhine?”; and it was to win the 
greater fame hinted at by Hagen that he had consented then to 
the plot for duping Siegfried and beguiling Brynhilde). Sighing 
deeply, he agrees at last to Siegfried’s murder, though he feels he 
will not be able to face his gentle sister again with her husband's 
blood on his hands. 
At the mention of Gutrune Brynhilde breaks out angrily once 

more: 

from depths of despair 

it dawns on me now: 

Gutrune is the spell 
that won my hero from my side. 
Woe be to her! 
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The cynical Hagen has an answer for Gunther: if Siegfried’s death 
will grieve their sister, she need not be told of the plot; on the 
morrow they will go hunting, and when they return to the hall 
their story to her will be that the hero has been slain by a boar. 
“So shall it be”, they decide in a final great trio, in which Bryn- 
hilde and Gunther invoke the aid of Wotan, as “oath-witness and 
ward of vows”, in the accomplishment of their vengeance on the 
traitor, while Hagen exultantly invokes his father Alberich: “So 
let him die, this hero fair; mine shall be the Hoard and the Ring. 
Alberich, my father, fallen prince! Warder of darkness! Nibelung 
lord! Soon shalt thou summon the Nibelung host again to bow 
down before thee, the Ring’s master and theirs!” 

As Gunther and Brynhilde turn vehemently to the hall they are 
greeted by a bridal procession, with boys and maidens waving 
flower-staves and Siegfried borne by the men on a shield and 
Gutrune by the women on a chair. Siegfried and the vassals blow 
a wedding summons on their horns. Vassals and maids are seen on 
the heights in the background, making their way with sacrificial 
beasts to the altar stones of the Gods, which they deck with flow- 
ers. The innocent Gutrune beckons with a friendly smile to Bryn- 
hilde, who at first stares at her blankly and then makes as if to 
step back; but at a sign from Hagen Gunther seizes her, where- 
upon he himself is raised by the men on a shield; and to a combi- 
nation of motives in the orchestra, in which that of Gutrune pre- 
dominates, only to be ousted at the end by that of Hagen, the 
procession moves towards the heights, and the curtain falls. 


13 


To the tension of the tremendous second act succeeds a gracious 
woodland idyll. 

In the orchestral prelude to the third act we hear first of all, 
from behind the scenes, the horn call of Siegfried, which is an- 
swered by the cow-horns of the hunting Gibichungs in the fur- 
ther distance. Next there is a hint of the gently flowing Rhine 
(No. 2) and a suggestion of the song of the Rhinemaidens (No. 
7), with once more a reminder that Siegfried is not far away. Then 
the orchestra settles down to the elaboration of two new motives 
to be associated with the Rhinemaidens: 
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The curtain rises on a wild, wooded, rocky valley by the Rhine, 
which flows past a steep cliff in the background. Woglinde, Well- 
gunde and Flosshilde rise to the surface of the water and swim 
around as if circling in a dance, singing, to the strains of Nos. 191 
and 192, a song the sweetness of which is tinged with sadness: no 
longer, they say, does the Rhine’s lustre match that of the sunlight 
playing on the waves, as it did in the days when the glittering 
Gold was safe in their keeping. They pause and listen to another 
horn call in the distance, and their hearts revive a little: will the 
hero come soon who shall restore the Gold to the waters? Once 
more Siegfried’s call peals out. “The hero nighs”, they say; and 
they dive swiftly to take counsel with each other. 

Siegfried appears on the cliff, fully armed, wondering how he 
came to lose the track of his fellow-hunters and of the game. The 
Rhinedaughters rise to the surface again and greet him, tease him 
over his mishap, and exhort him to tell them all. If it was they, he 
answers good-humouredly, who had lured to their lair the shaggy 
brute he was pursuing he wishes them joy of their lover. They 
laugh loudly. What will he give them, they ask, if they yield him 
his quarry? Hands so empty as his are today will grant them any- 
thing, he replies. They ask for the golden Ring that gleams on his 
finger, but this he refuses: to win it he had slain a Dragon grim, 
and shall he now part with it for a paltry bear-skin? Besides, he 
adds gaily, 

if my goods in the water I fling, 
I fear me my wife will scold. 


They banter him on his miserliness and his fear of his wife. “She 
beats thee, then, perchance?” says Wellgunde. “The hero feels the 
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weight of her hand!” adds Woglinde. Let them deride him to their 
hearts’ content, says Siegfried, but the Ring shall never be theirs. 
Still laughing at him — “So fair! so strong! So meet for love! Alas, 
that he’s so niggard!” — they dive below the waters again. 

Stung by their gibes he descends from the cliff, calls to them to 
come back, and offers to give them the Ring, which he draws from 
his finger and holds aloft. When they reappear they are changed 
beings, grave and solemn. Let him keep the Ring, they say, until 
he has learned what ill-fate clings to it: fain enough will he be 
then to be freed by them from the curse on it. Replacing the Ring 
on his finger he quietly asks them to tell him what they know. 

Three times they address him warningly by his name: 


No.193 Sieg - fried! Sieg - frted! 
ee : 


Then they tell him the history of the Ring and the doom of death 
that lies, through the Curse, upon all who acquire it. As he slew 
the Dragon so he himself shall be slain that very day unless he 
gives it back to the waters that alone can wash out the Curse. He 
replies that as he was not tricked by their fawning, so now he is 
not frightened by their threats. To a repetition of No. 193 they 
warn him once more: there is no escape from the Curse, which is 
woven by the Norns into the rope of time and fate. With the 
Sword that had once shattered a Spear, Siegfried answers, he will 
cut through even that rope, for fear he has never learned. In the 
Ring, he knows, lies all the world’s wealth: he would give it for 
the grace and joy of love, but not under the threat of his life; this 
he values no more than the clod of earth which he picks up and 
throws behind him. 

Swimming in wide circles close to the shore the Rhinemaidens 
excitedly urge each other to leave this madman, who, deeming 
himself strong and wise, is bound and blind. Oaths, they say, he 
had plighted and heeded them not; runes he sees and reads them 
not; a glorious gift [Brynhilde] had been his, and in his ignorance 
he had spurned it; but the Ring that will deal him death he will 
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not surrender! This very day a woman proud will inherit his treas- 
ure and work their will better than they themselves can do; let 
him go now to her. They swim away to the background, singing 
their “Weialala, leia” to the strain of No. 191 and No. 192. As they 
disappear from his sight he philosophises on them after his fash- 
ion: women’s ways, on land and sea, he has learned; the man who 
is deaf to their fawning they seek to frighten with threats, and if 
he smiles at these they give him the sharp edge of their tongue. 
And yet he had liked these three, and had not Gutrune his troth 
he would have sought the love of one of them. 
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As the music of the Rhinedaughters dies away in the distance 
horns are heard, and Siegfried, starting out of the reverie into 
which he has fallen, answers them with his own horn call. The off- 
stage voices of the vassals hail him, and soon Hagen and Gunther 
enter, followed gradually by the vassals: here, says Hagen, they 
will rest and make a meal. The game is piled in a heap, wine-skins 
and drinking-horns are produced, and all lie down. Hagen asks 
Siegfried how it had fared with his hunting since they had lost 
sight of him, and laughingly he tells them that his luck had been 
out: no wood-game had he brought down, and only three young 
water-fowl had he seen who had sung to him from the Rhine a 
warning that that day he would be slain. Gunther starts at this 
and looks darkly at Hagen, and the sinister outline of the Cove- 
nant of Vengeance motive unwinds its dark coils in the depths of 
the orchestra: 
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“A grievous chase that would be”, says the grim Hagen, with a 
double meaning that only Gunther understands, “for the lurking 
beast he hunts to slay the hapless hunter!” Siegfried says he is 
thirsty, and as Hagen hands him a drinking-horn he has filled for 
him he asks him if there is any truth in the tale that he under- 
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stands the song of birds. It is long since he listened to their chat- 
ter, Siegfried replies, and he offers the drinking-horn to Gunther, 
who looks thoughtfully and sadly into it and mutters gloomily: 


the draught is dull and blanched: 
thy blood alone is there! 


while once more the orchestra gives out a mutation of the omi- 
nous No. 194. Siegfried’s generous heart overflows with tenderness 
for this unhappy blood-brother of his; and while Gunther can 
only ejaculate mournfully, “Thou over-joyous hero!” he pours the 
wine from Gunther’s horn into his own, and asks Hagen if per- 
chance the King is still grieving over the hurt dealt him by Bryn- 
hilde. Step by artful step Hagen brings Siegfried to sing them, for 
the heartening of Gunther, tales of his boyhood and its wonders; 
and sitting upright while the others recline around him he begins 
his story. 

To the appropriate motives at each stage he tells of his being 
brought up and taught by Mime for the dwarf’s own ends, how 
he had forged the sword Nothung and slain the Dragon, learned 
from the taste of its blood how to understand the song of the birds, 
taken from the cave the Tarnhelm and the Ring, and killed the 
treacherous Mime. As Siegfried pauses for a while Hagen fills an- 
other horn with wine, into which he drops the juice of a herb; then 
he hands it to Siegfried, saying that the spiced draught will revive 
his memories of things forgotten. The hero looks thoughtfully into 
the horn, drinks slowly, and takes up his story again. He tells how 
the wood-bird had sung to him of the bride awaiting him on the 
fell; and Gunther listens with growing astonishment as he goes on 
to tell how he had broken through the fire and found the sleeping 
Brynhilde, wakened her with a kiss, and been folded in her arms. 
Gunther, enlightened at last, springs up in horror. Two ravens, 
Wotan’s messengers of death, fly up out of a bush, circle over Sieg- 
fried, and then take their course to the Rhine. “Canst thou read 
me those ravens’ runes?” Hagen asks Siegfried; and as the hero 
rises to his feet and gazes after them, thus facing away from Ha- 
gen, the latter drives his spear into his back, saying, “Vengeance 
they cry to mel” 

Gunther strikes Hagen — too late—on the arm. With a last 
mighty effort Siegfried swings his shield aloft with both hands to 
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crush his murderer; but his strength fails him, the shield drops 
behind him, and he himself falls on it with a crash, while the or- 
chestra throws its full weight into a motive that will shortly be- 
come the binding element of Siegfried’s Funeral March (No. 
195). The horrified Gunther and some of the vassals ask, “Hagen, 
what deed is this?” “Vengeance for a false oath!” he replies. He 
turns away and goes out alone, slowly striding away in the twi- 
light that had begun to fall at the appearance of the ravens. The 
vassals, filled with sympathy, stand round the dying man: Gun- 
ther, grief-stricken, bends down over him. 

Supported in a sitting position by two of the vassals, Siegfried 
opens his eyes. His memory now fully restored, he hails “Bryn- 
hilde, holiest bride!” to the strains that had accompanied her 
awakening in the final scene of Siegfried (No. 148). He remem- 
bers every episode of that slow ecstatic wakening, and the orches- 
tra recreates them all for us with reminiscences of Nos. 149 and 
150. But the Death motive (No. 88) throws its shadow over his 
darkening mind: he sinks back, dead. By now night has fallen. At 
a silent command from Gunther the sorrowing vassals raise the 
body and carry it in solemn procession over the rocky height, 
Gunther walking by its side. 


15 


There follows the impressive Funeral March, during which the 
mourning train slowly passes out of sight, the moon breaking 
through the clouds and for a moment illuminating it as it reaches 
the summit of the height; then mists come up from the Rhine and 
gradually wrap the scene in complete darkness. The March be- 
gins with the solemn theme of the mourning cortége: 


and then passes in slow review a number of motives associated 
with the hero — that of the Volsung race (No. 58), those of Sieg- 
linde’s compassion and love for Siegmund (Nos. 51 and 52), that 
of the Sword (No. 48), that of Siegfried (No. 88), that of the 
horn call that had symbolised him in the lustiness of his youth 
(No. 108, now in broad heroic form), and that of Brynhilde as 


625 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


we saw her at the opening of the Twilight of the Gods (No. 158) 
— all woven into one great threnody, through which No. 195 runs 
at this point or that like a dark connecting thread. 

As the last echo of No. 108 dies away and the minor second fa- 
miliar to us since its first definite appearance in No. 33 wails out 
once more, the curtain rises again, revealing the hall of the Gibi- 
chungs as in the first act. It is night, with the moonlight reflected 
in the Rhine. To a melancholy re-statement of her motive Gutrune 
appears, coming out from her chamber into the hall. Dreams of 
evil, in which she had heard the neighing of Siegfried’s horse and 
the laughter of Brynhilde, had driven sleep from her; now she be- 
lieves she hears Siegfried’s horn, and she listens intently. She has 
seen a woman go silently towards the Rhine: was it Brynhilde? 
“I dread this Brynhilde”, she says to herself. She goes to the inner 
room on the right, looks into it timidly, and calls to Brynhilde; but 
the room is empty. “Were my Siegfried but here!” she sighs. She 
turns to go to her own room again, but hearing Hagen’s voice 
without she stands petrified with fear. 

As the orchestra gives out again the figures shown in No. 194 
Hagen is heard outside, hailing the sleeping household with his 
hoarse “Hoiho!”, and bidding it waken and come with torches, for 
he brings home a fine booty. Entering the hall he greets Gutrune 
with boisterous jocularity: “Up, Gutrune, to greet thy Siegfried! 
The hero strong has come home again.” “I heard not his horn”, 
says Gutrune in terror. The savage Hagen replies: 


his bloodless mouth 
will blow it no more; 
to hunt or to fight 
no more will he fare, 
nor woo winsome women to love him. 


A crowd of men and women with lights and firebrands enters con- 
fusedly, together with a procession bearing the body of Siegfried 
on a bier: Gunther is among them. The body is set down on a 
hastily raised mound in the centre of the hall; and Hagen tells the 
distracted crowd that Siegfried has been slain by a wild boar. 
Amid the general agitation Gutrune falls on the body with a 
shriek, and Gunther tries to comfort her. Recovering herself she 
repulses him violently, crying out that he has treacherously mur- 
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dered her husband. “Not I, but Hagen”, he tells her; “he was the 
accursed boar who dealt the hero his death”; and he pours out re- 
proaches on him. 

Hagen steps forward defiantly. Yes, it was he, he tells them all, 
who sent Siegfried to his doom with the very spear on which he 
had sworn a false oath: hunter’s right is now his, and for his spoil 
he claims the Ring. A quarrel ensues between him and Gunther: 
claiming “the Nibelung dower for the Nibelung’s son”, Hagen 
rushes at his brother and strikes him dead with his sword. Then 
he grasps at Siegfried’s hand, which raises itself threateningly. 
Gutrune and the women shriek with horror: the vassals draw 
back, appalled.” 

16 


The clamour subsides to a pianissimo as the motive (No. 44) of 

that Doom of the Gods that had been foretold by Erda in the 
Rhinegold makes its way downwards in the orchestra and Bryn- 
hilde comes forward from the background, slowly and solemnly. 
The remainder of the great drama now passes entirely into her 
hands. Sternly, to the accompaniment of Nos. 2 and 44 — the anti- 
thetical ascent and descent of which seem to hold together and 
epitomise the two great opposing principles of the Ring, the birth 
of things and the end of things — she bids them all cease their 
wailing of woe, for the woman they had all betrayed had come 
for the vengeance due to her —a different vengeance, however, 
from the one she had had in her heart in the second act, for now 
illumination has come to her. She hears them crying, she tells 
them, like children for their mother when sweet milk has been 
spilled; but not a sound of lament has she heard befitting the no- 
blest of heroes. Gutrune, raising herself from the ground, cries out 
on her passionately: 
1 This was the greatest difficulty of all that confronted Wagner in the con- 
struction of his drama: as Siegfried is now dead, what is to stop Hagen from 
taking the Ring? Wagner probably took a hint for the solution of his problem 
from a passage in the Deutsche Mythologie of the brothers Grimm, which 
tells of a figure of one Thorgerér héhgabridr, which had rings of gold round 
its arm, before which the people knelt: when anyone tried to snatch a ring 
from the arm and the goddess was not disposed to let him have it, the figure 
bent its hand upward. The man would then bring a lot of money, lay it at 
the figure’s feet, fall on his knees and shed tears, then rise and grasp again 
at the ring, which the figure would now allow him to take. 
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Brynhilde! Black with envy! 

Thou broughtest this bane on us all: 

thy tongue did goad the men against him: 
woe the day when here thou cam’st! 


Calmly Brynhilde waves her aside: she was not Siegfried’s true 
wife, only his light-o’-love: “his troth he had plighted to me ere 
ever thy face he saw”. The poor gentle Gutrune, who has uncon- 
sciously helped to weave the net in which she and all of them had 
been caught by Hagen, turns with curses on him: 


Ah, sorrow! 
The truth I see now! 
Brynhild’ was his true love 
whom through the draught he forgot! 


In grief and shame she turns away from Siegfried and bends over 
Gunther’s body; from now to near the end of the opera she re- 
mains motionless. Hagen, standing defiantly apart from the oth- 
ers, leaning on his spear and shield, is sunk in sombre brooding. 

Disregarding alike the lamentations of Gutrune and the trucu- 
lence of Hagen, Brynhilde stands alone in the centre of the stage 
while the orchestra begins a paean to the dead hero, into which, 
as will be seen, is inwrought a reference to the majesty of the 
Gods: 


No.196 
Molto moderato 3 


etc. 


7: 4 
Col 8° bassa throughout 


Lost in sorrowful memories she gazes for a moment at the body of 
Siegfried, then turns in solemn exaltation to the vassals and the 
women. They are to pile up mighty logs by the river side for a 
pyre for the hero and kindle a fire to consume him; her horse 
Grane they are to bring to her that he may share her reunion with 
his master. They build up the pyre in front of the hall, close to 
the Rhine, and the women are to strew it with flowers. 
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A great sweetness transfigures Brynhilde’s face as she sings the 
last praises of the hero she had lost. He was like glorious sun- 
shine, she says: he betrayed, yet he was true: his wife he beguiled, 
but between them lay his sword. How came the truest of men to 
play the traitor? She herself gives the answer: the Gods it was, 
and Wotan foremost among them, who had brought on him and 
her this woe. “Turn now your eyes on my grievous distress”, she 
adjures them, “and on your own eternal guilt!” The wish of Wo- 
tan’s heart he had laid on Siegfried, to escape the Curse that was 
consuming him; and all-unwitting the hero had done the God’s 
will, “that wise a woman might grow”. Now her eyes see clear to 
the heart of it all. The ravens rustle about her; she sends them to 
Walhall with the tidings Wotan fears yet hopes for; and with a 
great pity in her great heart she murmurs “Rest thou, rest thou, o 
God!” 


17 


At a sign from her the vassals lift the body on to the pyre, to 
the strains of No. 196. She takes the Ring from Siegfried’s finger 
and gazes at it meditatively. Her heritage has come to her again, 
she says: the terrible Ring, the accursed Gold, had come to her 
once, and now from her they shall go. Apostrophising the Rhine- 
daughters, she promises them the Ring again that had been stolen 
from them: 


what ye desire 
I give you now: 
win from my ashes 
all ye have wept for! 
The fire that burns me with him 
cleanses the Ring from its curse! 
Ye in the flood 
wash it away, 
and ever the gleaming 
Gold keep pure, 
that once ye lost to your bane! 


She puts the Ring on her own finger, turns to the pyre, and takes 
a firebrand from one of the men. “Fly home, ye ravens’, she cries: 
“take to Wotan the tale of what ye have heard here on the Rhine. 
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But go first to Brynhilde’s rock, where Loge flames: bid him haste 
to Walhall, for the end of the Gods is nigh. So — cast I the brand 
on Walhall’s glittering towers!” 

She hurls the firebrand into the pile, which breaks into bright 
flames, while two ravens fly up from the rock by the shore and 
disappear in the background. Brynhilde turns to greet her horse, 
which two of the younger men have now led forward. Quickly 
unbridling him, she addresses him in loving, intimate words. Does 
he know whither they two are faring? she asks him, as the mo- 
tive of Redemption by Love (No. 89) steals in softly in the or- 
chestra: 


ENE 


Bass: B Bb A__G#.__G Eb 


(The Siegfried motive combines with it in the second and third 
bars). Motive succeeds motive as she tells Grane that there, in 
the heart of the fire, lies his master and her lord, Siegfried the 
hero; does he not chafe to join him? No. 197 grows into a richer 
and richer tissue as she sings of her own rapture as already she 
feels the flames leaping about her heart: 


Siegfried enfolding, 

held fast in his arms, 

in love unending 

made one with mine own! 

Heiajaho! Grane! 

Go we to greet him! 

Siegfried! Siegfried! See! 
Brynhilde greets thee in bliss! 


Mounting the horse, she urges him with a single leap into the 
burning pile, round which Loge’s fire is now raging fiercely. 

The horrified vassals and women recoil to the foreground of the 
stage, the whole space of which now seems filled with fire. But 
suddenly the glow dies down, leaving only a cloud of smoke which 
drifts off slowly towards the background, where it overhangs the 
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horizon like a dark cloud-bank; at the same time the Rhine swells 
mightily, rolling in a flood over the fire; and where the flames had 
been we now see the three Rhinemaidens swimming. Hagen, who 
all this while has been watching Brynhilde with growing anxiety, 
is filled with terror at the sight of them: hastily ridding himself of 
spear, shield and helmet he plunges madly into the flood in pur- 
suit of the Ring; Woglinde and Wellgunde throw their arms 
around his neck and drag him into the depths as they swim away, 
while Flosshilde, leading her sisters, holds the recovered Ring ex- 
ultantly aloft. 

Their gracious song is heard in the orchestra, followed by a 
broad statement of the Walhall motive as a red glow breaks 
through the cloud-bank, while in the now calmer waters of the 
Rhine, which has gradually fallen to its normal level, the Rhine- 
maidens are seen swimming in joyous circles, sporting with the 
Ring; and now their song blends contrapuntally with No. 197 as 
the men and women gaze, from the ruins of the fallen hall, at a 
fire-glow that slowly spreads over the sky. The Walhall motive 
combines in great masses of tone with that of the majesty of the 
Gods (No. 196) as the interior of Walhall comes into view, as 
Waltraute had described it to Brynhilde in the first act, with Wo- 
tan sitting mute and grave among the Gods and heroes with his 
shattered Spear in his hand, all of them waiting in resignation for 
the end that had been foretold. Flames seize upon Walhall and 
hide the Gods from our sight as the motive of the Downfall of the 
Gods (No. 44) comes crashing down in the orchestra. Then comes 
one of Wagner’s most magical strokes; after all this racking tur- 
moil the last word is given to the great theme of Redemption by 
Love (No. 197), which seems to spread consoling wings over not 
merely the present scene but the whole stupendous drama: 


No.198 Sostenuto 
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We have seen, in our preliminary study of Wagner's Prose 
Sketches and poems, the changes the original plan for the ending 
of the Ring drama underwent; from a dénouement in which Sieg- 
fried’s death and the redeeming deed of Brynhilde’s self-sacrifice 
had effected the firm establishment of the beneficent rule of the 
Gods, he gradually arrived at an ending in which the Gods pass 
away in the flames that consume Walhall — “the Gods’ great end- 
ing dawneth at last”. 

His conception of the inner meaning of his drama had under- 
gone a drastic change as early as the spring of 1851, when he put 
the following final words into Brynhilde’s mouth: “Powerless de- 
part, ye whose guilt is forgone. From your guilt sprang the joyfull- 
est of heroes, whose free deed has redeemed it: spared are ye the 
anxious conflict for your ending power: pass away in bliss before 
the human hero whom ye begat. I proclaim to you blessed death- 
redemption from your anxious fear.” 

But the actual verbal conclusion of the tetralogy and the pre- 
vious motivation of it remained a perpetual problem for him. One 
evidence of his confusion is plainly visible in the present Rhine- 
gold poem, where Erda warns Wotan to yield the Ring, because if 
he keeps it 

Nought but ruin 
and disaster 
will it bring to thee! 


A day of gloom 
dawns for your godhood; 
I charge thee, give up the Ring! 


This implies, surely, that if Wotan surrenders it he will avert the 
doom; yet in the end he and all the Gods of the old order go down 
in doom in spite of the renunciation! Wagner's friend August 
Rockel, to whom he had sent a copy of the imprint of 1853, struck 
at once to the heart of the matter with the commonsense query, 
“Why, seeing that the Gold is returned to the Rhine, is it neces- 
sary for the Gods to perish?” Wagner’s involved reply suggests 
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" that he himself could not logically justify that dénouement in 
words but hoped that it would all explain itself to the listener 
through the medium of his feeling — through the intervention of 
the music. 

In 1856 he made a sketch (published for the first time in 1933) 
for yet another ending; and shortly afterwards we find him telling 
a correspondent that he had decided not to bring out a public 
edition of the poem until after he had set it all to music: “not un- 
anticipated changes in the concluding parts are impending”, for 
“it has become clear to me that the poem has travelled far beyond 
its original schematic tendency, as still retained in the present 
ending. . . Of course the result remains essentially the same; 
only the explanation put into the mouth of the all-knowing Bryn- 
hilde becomes something different, wider-reaching, more deci- 
SiVest 

He cast this new “explanation” into verse but never set it to 
music. In the 1872 definitive edition of the poem, however, he 
printed it all in a footnote to the present text for the scene, with 
a curious commentary: “Before the musical working-out of the 
poem the following lines were given to Brynhilde” at the point 
where she turns towards the background and takes a torch from 
one of the bystanders. Wagner quotes thirty lines of verse, the last 
ten of which run thus in Alfred Forman’s translation: 


Not goods, nor gold, 
nor greatness of Gods; 
not house, nor land, 
nor lordly life; 
not burdensome bargains’ 
treacherous bands, 
nor wont with the lying 
weight of its law; 

happy, in luck or need, 

holds you nothing but love. 


Then Wagner continues thus: “In these lines the poet had tried to 
express the musical effect of the drama anticipatorily, in a sen- 
tentious sense; but in the course of the long interruptions that 
held him up in the composition of his music he was impelled to- 
wards another version of the final words of farewell that corres- 
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ponded still better to this idea: these lines ran as follows “. . . and 
he goes on to quote a further twenty lines of explanation by Bryn- 
hilde, ending thus: “Know ye how I won to the blessed end of all 
things eternal? Deepest distress of grieving love opened my eyes; 
I saw the world-end.” To them he appended the following remark: 
“The musician had in the end, in the act of composition, to sac- 
tifice these lines, as the sense of them is fully expressed by the 
agency of the musical drama.” 

Wagner's words are difficult to translate, but in the light of all 
we now know of the matter his general meaning is clear: he relied 
on his music, as he had said to Rickel, to convey to the feeling of 
the listener what the poet in him had found it almost impossible to 
express in words. His dilemma is the most curious phenomenon 
of its kind in the whole history of art. As we have seen, it is un- 
necessary to drag in the political events of the early 1850's to ac- 
count for his veering round, about that time, from an “optimistic” 
to a “pessimistic” interpretation of the fundamental meaning of 
his Ring drama. The cause of it all was internal, and, strange to 
say, musical. The poet in him was pulling him one way, the mu- 
sician another. The man of feeling in him, as distinct from the 
man of intellect, was being quietly, subconsciously, but irre- 
sistibly drawn towards a dénouement in which the world should 
go down in outer ruin yet somehow be taken up into the arms of 
a redeeming love. This he could convey, and has conveyed mag- 
nificently, in his music to the closing scene; but how to express 
it in words was a problem that always baffled and finally defeated 
him.? 

1 For a more detailed statement of the vicissitudes of his thought during 


those many years, together with quotations of the relevant texts, I must refer 
the reader to my Life of Wagner, Vol. II, chapter 17. 
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Parsifal 


CHARACTERS 
AMFORTAS Baritone 
TITUREL Bass 
GuRNEMANZ Bass 
PARSIFAL Tenor 
KLINGSOR Bass 
Kunpry Soprano 


Wagner's description of the Scene of the Action: 
In the territory and the castle of the Knights of the Grail, 
Monsalvat. The scenery is in the style of the northern moun- 
tain ranges of Gothic Spain. Klingsor’s magic castle is on the 
southern slope of this range, fronting Arabic Spain. 


1 


a F at any performance of Parsifal we were to ask the first man 
% we ran into during an interval what the Grail was, he would 
ea: certainly reply in much the same words as those of 

Wagner when, in 1865, he was giving King Ludwig II of Ba- 
varia the ground plan of the opera he hoped some day to write: 
“The Grail is the crystal Cup from which the Redeemer and His 
disciples drank at the Last Supper; Joseph of Arimathea caught in 
it the blood that flowed from the spear-wound in His side when 
He was on the Cross. For a long time it was mysteriously with- 
drawn from the sinful world and preserved as the holiest of relics. 
Then, at a time when the world was harsh and hostile and the 
faithful were hard pressed by the unbelieving and were in great 
distress, there sprang up in certain divinely inspired heroes, filled 
with holy love-longing, the desire to seek out this strengthening 
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relic of which tradition spoke, in which the blood of the Saviour 
(sangue réale, whence San Greal, Sanct Gral, the Holy Grail) had 
been preserved and was divinely potent for a humanity in dire 
need of salvation. The relic was supernaturally revealed to Titurel 
and his faithful band and given over into their keeping. He gath- 
ered about him a holy company of knights for the service of the 
Grail, and in a wild inaccessible forest in the mountains he built 
the castle of Monsalvat, which no man could discover unless he 
had proved himself worthy to have care of the Grail.” And so on, 
with certain other details which we shall consider in due time. 

If our interlocutor were a scholar versed in mediaeval literature, 
however, he would tell us a great deal more than this, and some- 
thing very different from it here and there. He would outline for 
us first of all the story of Parsifal and the Grail as it is told by the 
old German poet, Wolfram von Eschenbach, from whom Wagner 
primarily derived his inspiration; and we would then discover 
that there was nothing whatever in that story associating the 
Grail with the traditional Cup of the Last Supper, or with the 
blood of the Saviour on the Cross, or with Joseph of Arimathea, 
or, indeed, any conception even of the Grail as a chalice. 

But this would not be all. Our first mentor, in reply to our re- 
quest for information about the spear that plays so large a part in 
the opera, would tell us that it was the weapon with which the 
Roman soldier Longinus had pierced the side of the Saviour on 
the Cross. But the scholar would assure us that not only had Wol- 
fram no such notion as this of the spear that figures in his story of 
Parsifal and the Grail, but a sacred spear was not even a feature 
of Wagner's original plan for an opera on the Parsifal subject. He 
had been brooding on the theme at least as early as 1857, but it is 
clear from his letters of that period to Mathilde Wesendonk that 
as yet he had no notion of introducing what may be called, for 
convenience’ sake, the Longinus motive; Wagner’s Amfortas has 
indeed been grievously wounded by a spear; but it is not yet, for 
Wagner, that spear. Even when he sat down to write the above- 
mentioned Sketch for King Ludwig in 1865 he appears to have 
had no thought of making the spear identical with that of Cal- 
vary. In his account of the tragic adventure of Amfortas in Kling- 
sors garden he merely says that, “turning to flee, he [Amfortas] 
received the spear-wound in his side from which he now suffers 
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and for which no healing can be found”. A little later in the 
Sketch, at the point in the first act where Amfortas is bewailing 
his sin and its consequences for not only himself but the brethren 
of the Grail, Wagner says that once more the wound begins to 
bleed, “the selfsame wound received by the Redeemer on the 
Cross and through which He poured out His blood in love and 
compassion for wretched sinful man”. Even in this, however, 
there is still no hint of any conception on Wagner's part of the 
wound having been inflicted on Amfortas by the very spear that 
had pierced the Saviour. In the Opera poem as we now have it the 
words which Wagner puts into Amfortas’s mouth at this point are 
these: 


In maddest tumult, by sin defiled, 
my blood back on itself 
doth turn and rage within me; 
to the world where sin is lord 
in frenzied fear is it surging: 
again it forces the door, 
in torrents it poureth forth, 
here through the spear-wound, alike to His, 
and dealt me by the selfsame deadly spear 
that once the Redeemer pierced with pain, 
and, tears of blood outpouring, 
the Holy One wept for the shame of man, 
in pity’s godlike yearning. 


This agrees with the corresponding passage in the Sketch of 1865 
in every respect * but one: there is nothing in the Sketch answer- 
ing to the line in the poem “and dealt me by the selfsame spear’. 


2 


Is it likely, we ask ourselves, that Wagner would have omitted 
so vital a motive from his very detailed epitome of 1865 of the 
first act had it been present in his mind at that time? It was 
1 Even down to verbal parallelisms: for instance, the “sprengt die Wunde 
von Neuem und ergiesst sich in die Welt der Siinde” of the Sketch links up 
with the “in die Welt der Siindensucht mit wilder Scheu sich ergiessen” of 
the poem; and the “durch dieselbe Wunde, wie sie einst der Erléser am 
Kreuze empfing” of the former with the “hier durch die Wunde, der seinem 
gleich . . . der dort dem Erléser die Wunde stach” of the latter. 
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probably on the 29th August that he put the plan for the second 
act on paper. He outlined the final episode of that act thus: 
“Klingsor appears on the tower of his castle. Armed men rush in. 
Parsifal recognises the spear with which Amfortas had been 
wounded and wrests it from the Knight [Klingsor]. “With this sign 
I exorcise you all! As the wound once dealt by this spear-point 
closes, so let everything here pass away, and its splendour crash in 
ruins’. He swings the spear: the castle collapses with a frightful 
crash: the garden withers to a desert.” But between “the spear 
with which Amfortas had been wounded” and “wrests it from the 
Knight” there is added (in parenthesis in the printed version), 
“it is the spear with which Longinus had once wounded the Re- 
deemer in the side, and of which, as a very valuable means to 
magic, Klingsor had possessed himself”. Apparently, then, Wag- 
ner had had no intention, until he inserted that parenthesis, of 
identifying the spear that had once wounded Amfortas, the spear 
now launched by Klingsor at Parsifal and seized by the boy in 
mid-air, with the very Spear that had been thrust in the Saviour’s 
side. 

And that even yet he had no clear perception of the bearing this 
new interpretation would have on his future drama is shown by a 
little phrase near the end of the Sketch. When Parsifal, returned 
from his wanderings, encounters Gurnemanz and is reproached 
by him for bearing arms on Good Friday, he stands silent for a 
moment: “then he opens his helmet, removes it from his head, 
strikes the spear into the ground, lays down his shield and his 
sword before it, sinks to his knees, and prays earnestly with his 
eyes fixed fervently on the bleeding spearpoint”. Why “bleed- 
ing’? we naturally ask ourselves. In Wolfram von Eschenbach, 
as we shall see shortly, the spear that is carried into the hall of 
the Grail has indeed a trickle of blood running down the shaft, 
but in Wolfram neither is the Grail the Cup of the Last Supper 
and the Cross, nor is there the smallest identification of the spear 
with that of the Crucifixion. Clearly by the time Wagner had ar- 
rived at the final stage of his Sketch of 1865 he had had an intui- 
tion that he must combine Wolfram’s account of the ceremonial 
in the hall of the Grail with the story, stemming from another 
source, of the spear of the legendary Longinus. The possible sig- 
nificance of the “bleeding” lance was beginning to dawn upon 
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him, and so possessed is he with it that he now describes the 
spear as “bleeding” when Parsifal thrusts it into the ground, 
though there has been no suggestion of any such property in it in 
his preceding references to it in the scene in Klingsor’s garden. In 
his final poem — written years later — the spear does not bleed at 
any point of the drama; Wagner, indeed, conscious later that 
there would be no sense in characterising it in that way, omits the 
“bleeding” of the passage just quoted from the Sketch from the 
stage directions for the Good Friday scene with Gurnemanz in 
the opera: Parsifal now simply “thrusts the spear into the ground 
before him” and “kneels before it in silent prayer”. Nor in the 
crucial moment in the final scene, in which Parsifal heals Am- 
fortas with a touch of the spear, is there any suggestion, either in 
the text or in the stage directions, that it is “bleeding”. 

Wagner's difficulty apparently came from his having felt that 
the bleeding lance of the scene in the hall of the Grail in Wol- 
fram’s poem (to which we shall come shortly) must necessarily 
have some sort of connection with the lance of the Longinus 
legend, whereas there is no connection at all between the two. 
His perplexity over the matter is shown by a jotting of the 2nd 
September 1865 in his diary: 

“How am I to deal with the bleeding lance? The poem [i.e. 
Wolfram’s] says that the lance was carried [into the hall] at the 
same time as the Grail, and that there was a drop of blood on the 
point of it. Moreover, Amfortas’s wound has been dealt by this 
lance-point. But how does this hang together? There is great con- 
fusion here: the lance is a relic that accompanies the vessel in 
which is preserved the blood drawn by the lance-point from the 
Saviour’s side,t The two are complementary. Therefore, one of 
two alternatives: 

“The lance was given into the charge of the brotherhood at the 
same time as the Grail, and in times of great distress was borne in 
combat by the guardian of the Grail. Amfortas, in order to over- 
come the magic of Klingsor, which is so ruinous to the brother- 
hood, has taken it from the altar and gone out with it to fight the 
arch-enemy. When he succumbed to seduction, and shield and 
spear fell from his hands, the holy weapon was used against him, 


1 The “confusion”, however, was Wagner’s own; it came from his reading 
into the Wolfram epic something that was never in the poet’s mind, 
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and he was wounded by it as he turned to flee. (Perhaps Klingsor, 
because he wants to have Amfortas in his power alive, orders him 
to be wounded by the lance, as he knows that this wounds but 
does not kill. — Why?). Consequently the healing and redemp- 
tion of Amfortas are possible only when the lance is rescued from 
unholy hands and placed with the Grail again. — Or, 

“When the Grail was given to the knights the lance also was 
promised them; but it must first be won in hard fights. Were it 
once lodged with the Grail the knights could no more be assailed 
by temptation. Klingsor has found the lance, and preserves it 
partly because of its great magical virtue — for it is capable of 
wounding even the holiest if there is a trace of a failing in him, — 
partly to deprive the Grail brotherhood of it, as the possession of 
it would make them invincible. Amfortas has sallied forth to take 
the lance from Klingsor; succumbing to the seduction of love he is 
wounded by it when Klingsor hurls it at him. — The outcome re- 
mains the same: it must come back into the possession of the 
knights. — Klingsor hurls the spear at Parsifal, who grasps it; he 
has heard of it and knows its magic, its significance.” 

As we know, the first of these alternatives was the one ulti- 
mately adopted by Wagner. 

But this was only one of the many difficulties he had to over- 
come before he could shape Wolfram’s poem into the opera as we 
now have it. Let us follow him step by step over the years of the 
creation of Parsifal; and first of all we must survey the story as he 
found it in the old poets. 


3 


We must begin our investigation of the story of Parsifal and the 
Grail with a poem by a French author, Crestien de Troyes, en- 
titled Li Contes del Graal, which was written about 1180. (It is 
impossible to say to what extent Crestien constructed his poem 
out of legends or written sources already current: scholars are 
not agreed on this point). In one episode of the poem the young 
knight Perceval * arrives at a castle in which is an old king, who, 


1 The spelling of proper names in the following pages — Parzival, Perceval, 
Parsifal; Cundrie, Kundry; Klingsor, Clinschor; Anfortas, Amfortas; Gorne- 
mans, Gurnemanz; Graal, Grail, etc. — conforms in general to that of the 
mediaeval work under discussion at the moment. Wagner himself hesitated 
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by reason of sickness, cannot rise from his couch. Four hundred 
knights are with him in the hall. The boy has previously been 
schooled in courtesy by a certain old knight named Gornemans, 
who has warned him against asking unnecessary questions: ac- 
cordingly, though lost in wonder, he remains silent when a 
strange scene is enacted before his eyes. A squire passes through 
the hall in front of the couch, from one side-room to another, bear- 
ing a lance down the shaft of which runs a trickle of blood.t Two 
other squires follow with lighted candles and take the same course 
as the first; after them comes a maiden carrying a “graal” of pure 
gold, set with precious stones, which emits a dazzling light. Sup- 
per is served, and at each course the graal is borne across the 
room. Curious as he is about it all, Perceval refrains from asking 
the meaning of what he sees, but resolves to do so on the morrow. 

When he rises the next morning, however, he finds his horse 
and armour placed ready for him but no sign of life in the castle. 
He rides away in sore perplexity. Soon he meets with a lady who 
learns from him that he has been in the castle and seen the lance 
and the graal but has asked no question concerning them. For 
this she upbraids him: had he thought to do so, she tells him, the 
sick king would have been healed and misfortune averted from 
the land. Later he encounters another woman, hideous of aspect 
and riding on a grotesque yellow mule — the “Loathly Damsel” of 
some versions of the tale: she too reproaches him violently for his 
failure to ask the question, as a consequence of which the sick 
king will continue to suffer, wars will break out, many knights 
will be slain, and the land will be laid waste; and the guilt for it 
all will be on Perceval’s head. 

The boy, oppressed with a vague wonder, goes on his way in 
deepest sorrow, vowing never to rest until he has solved this fate- 
ful mystery of graal and lance. After years of wandering he finds 
himself in the company of some penitents who chide him for bear- 
ing arms on that day of all days: does he not know, they ask him, 
that it is Good Friday morning? They direct him to a hermit who 


for many years between “Parzival”, “Percival” and “Parsifal”, and only de- 
cided on this last in 1877. 

1 There is also a mysterious sword which plays a considerable part in the 
story. We need not concern ourselves with this, however, as that particular 
motive was not utilised by Wagner. 
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turns out to be his uncle on his mother’s side: the sick king, it ap- 
pears, is also his uncle, and his grandfather — the father of the 
hermit and the king — has sustained life for the last twenty years 
by virtue solely of the Host contained in the graal. Perceval learns 
also that he lies under the sin of having unwittingly caused his 
loving mother’s death; it was for that reason that it had not been 
given to him to ask concerning the spear and the graal. The her- 
mit shrives him, and the twain partake of the eucharist. Crestien’s 
tale ends, so far as the adventures of the hero concern us here, at 
this point; he died leaving his work unfinished. 


Passing over, as irrelevant to our enquiry, two or three later re- 
tellings of part of Crestien’s story, with several new inventions, 
we arrive at the actual main source of Wagner’s drama, the mas- 
terpiece of German mediaeval poetry, the Parzival of Wolfram 
von Eschenbach, written in the early years of the thirteenth cen- 
tury. Crestien had told his readers that he derived his story from 
a certain book belonging to Count Philip of Flanders. Of this 
book nothing is now known. Wolfram, in his turn, seems anxious 
not to come under the suspicion that he derives from Crestien. 
He names as his source one “Kyot the Provengal”, who, according 
to him, has alone told “the true story”; Crestien had told it 
wrongly, for which Kyot “would have been wrathful with him”. 
Of this Kyot, however, we know nothing. (Attempts were made 
at one time to identify him with the poet Guiot de Provins, but 
this theory has been abandoned). In the main Wolfram agrees 
with Crestien so far as the latter’s tale of Perceval and the graal 
extends; but whether he derived his incidents and took over his 
motives from his French predecessor, or both of them built upon 
a common foundation that has now disappeared, is a problem 
which presumably will never be solved. It is not until the final 
stage of his poem (Book XVI) that Wolfram describes how Par- 
zival found the Grail again and asked the question he ought to 
have asked in Book V. Perhaps Crestien too had been reserving 
this telling climax for the end of his poem. 

As Wagner derived his first impulse to write an opera on the 
Parsifal theme from Wolfram, we must now examine in some de- 
tail the latter's treatment of the story. A very large literature has 
developed during the last hundred years around the legend of 
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Parsifal and the Grail, which bristles with problems that still defy 


solution. Here, however, we must confine ourselves to the features 
of it that bear on the genesis and evolution of the Wagnerian 
work. 


A 


Wolfram’s hero is from the beginning the “pure fool” with 
whom Wagner has familiarised the world. A brave and essentially 
good man “becoming slowly wise” is how the poet describes his 
Parzival in his opening pages; this links up with Wagner’s well- 
known: 

made wise through pity, . 
the blameless fool, 

wait for him, 

my chosen is he. 


Parzival’s father, Gahmuret of Anjou, has been slain in one of his 
knightly adventures, leaving a widow, Queen Herzeloyde (Heart’s 
Sorrow ), to whom is born, fourteen days after Gahmuret’s death, 
a comely boy. That the son may not meet with the father’s fate 
the grieving mother withdraws with him and a few of her people 
into a wood, where she brings him up in ignorance of the mad 
world in which men fight and slay each other, — ignorant, indeed, 
of his own name. The child makes for himself a bow and arrow 
with which he brings down birds in the wood, only to break his 
heart afterwards with grief for the tiny beings that had sung to 
him so sweetly. Bigger game he kills with his javelot, for he is 
strong and daring beyond his years. One day he comes upon a 
splendid company of knights riding through the wood, whom in 
his innocence he takes for gods. He learns from their leader what 
knighthood is, and is bidden, if he wishes to know more, to betake 
himself to the court of King Arthur. All his desire now is for a 
horse and armour and adventures; but his mother, anxious to save 
him for herself and preserve him from his father’s fate, sends him 
1 Wolfram’s great poem is written in mediaeval German. It has been ad- 
mirably rendered into modern German verse, with a few omissions, by Wil- 
helm Hertz. Those who know no German can acquaint themselves with it 
in the English verse translation of Miss Jessie L. Weston (1894), which gives 
an excellent idea of the original, though its long hexameter lines lack the 
directness and concision of Wolfram’s pithy couplets. 
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forth into the world in a “fool’s garb” of sackcloth, with a fool's 
cap and coarse boots of untanned leather, and mounted on the 
sorriest of steeds. Her hope is that, humbled and disillusioned by 
contact with the rough realities of the world, he will be glad to 
return to her. 

But the boy will not be denied. Grotesquely garbed as he is he 
sets out in blind quest of Arthur’s court, in the unconscious cru- 
elty of his ignorance leaving his mother to die of grief. He meets 
with a maiden, — his cousin Sigune, as it turns out —sorrowing 
over the body of her slain lover. She tells him much he had not 
known — that his name is Parzival, and that one day he shall be 
what his father was, King of Norgals and Waleis. The simple boy, 
whose beauty and frankness win him the hearts of all except the 
wicked, finds at last the company of the Round Table, and, hav- 
ing killed the Red Knight Ither in single combat, takes his horse 
and armour and sets out in quest of adventures. One day he meets 
with a certain Gornemans, lord of Graharz, who instructs him in 
knightly honour and courtesy: one of his precepts — which be- 
comes of the greatest significance in the sequel, both in Wolfram 
and in Wagner — is to “ask few questions but give well-consid- 
ered answers’. Thus schooled, Parzival, in his wanderings near 
and far, does many knightly deeds and marries the Lady Cond- 


wiramurs, the queen of a city hard pressed by its enemies. 


5 


It is in his fifth and sixth Books that Wolfram describes that 
first strange experience of Parzival’s in the castle of the Grail that 
was later to constitute the core of Wagner's opera. One evening 
the boy comes to a lake where some men are fishing from a boat; 
of one of them, who is richly dressed,* he asks where he may ob- 
tain lodging for the night. The “earnest, sorrowful man”, as the 
old poet describes the Fisher, assures him that within thirty miles 
of them there is no habitation but one: Parzival is to ride on to 
where the rock ends, turn to the right, ascend the hill, and, having 
arrived at a castle, bid them lower the drawbridge and let him en- 
ter. “If you do not lose your way”, says the Fisher, “I myself will 
be your host there tonight, and you can thank me then. But have 
a care! There are many wrong roads and you might easily go 
1 The “Rich Fisher” of some of the legends, the “Maimed King” of others. 
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astray, and for that I should be sorry.” Already we have a hint, 
though of the slightest, that much, for himself and others, de- 
pends on Parzival finding that castle and its lord. 

Arrived at the moat he tells the warden of the drawbridge that 
he has been sent there by the Fisher as his guest. He is courteously 
received and royally tended; his armour is taken away, and the 
Queen of the castle, Repanse de Schoye, clothes him with her own 
mantel of fine Arabian silk. He is ushered into a great hall, lit by 
the tapers of a hundred chandeliers: a hundred couches, each 
with a carpet before it, are set out; on each of them is room for 
four men. The lord of the castle — the Fisher — is carried in on a 
couch and laid before the centre one of three great fireplaces: “he 
and joy had long been parted; a painful dying was his life”; his 
sick body cries out for great fires and many furs. 

Suddenly a cry of anguish breaks from the assembled knights 
as a squire comes running into the hall, holding aloft a spear from 
the point of which blood runs down the shaft and into his sleeve: 
at the sight of it all break into tears and lamentations. The squire 
traverses each of the four walls before returning to, and disap- 
pearing through, the door by which he had entered; whereupon 
the wailing ceases. 

Maidens enter who place ivory trestles before the lord of the 
castle, while others bring in a precious stone of lustrous red ja- 
cinth, cut long and broad and thin so that it may be used as a ta- 
ble: this they lay on the trestles. Next come two damsels bearing 
two bright and sharp silver knives on napkins, which they place 
on the jacinth table. The maidens are followed by the Queen, 
clothed in a robe of the finest Arabian tissue, and carrying, on a 
cloth of emerald silk, “the glory of Paradise, the root, stem and 
shoot of salvation, a thing called the Grail, a treasury of marvels 
beyond number’; it is borne by the Queen herself because in vir- 
tue of its noble nature only the pure of heart are worthy to tend it. 
She bows and sets the Grail before the lord of the castle. Then a 
hundred tables, covered with a cloth of white linen, are brought 
in, and one of them is set in front of each four of the knights. Par- 
zival, seated by the silent, melancholy lord, washes his hands, like 
him, in water. Bread, in white napkins, is laid before the Grail by 
a hundred serving squires and set before the knights. The nature 
of the Grail was such that whatever food a man desired, cold or 
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warm, new or old, it would yield him in abundance. “For I tell 
you the story”, says the poet to the reader, “as I have received it”; 
and a little later, “If anyone thinks this too wonderful and unex- 
ampled, let him not blame the tale.” (This suggests that Wolfram 
himself had no definite conception of the meaning of the “Grail”). 
“Blessings streamed from it, a rain of earthly felicity; it was equal 
almost to what we are told of heaven”. And as with food, so with 
drink: with whatever a man desired the Grail filled his cup: all 
were the guests of the Grail. 


6 


Parzival watches it all in great astonishment, but out of cour- 
tesy he will not ask the meaning of it: “within himself he thought, 
‘The good Gornemans enjoined me to refrain from asking many 
questions. I will wait courteously until they tell me everything un- 
asked, as Gornemans did’”. While he is thus communing with 
himself a squire approaches him with a splendid sword, the gift 
of the lord of the castle. (This sword seems to be an element that 
has filtered into the Parzival story from another saga, dealing with 
the obligation of the hero to revenge a murder. Neither Crestien 
nor Wolfram appears to understand precisely what he should do 
with it). “Alas”, Wolfram comments, “that he did not ask the 
question then! For his own sake that was a pity, for the sword was 
a hint to him to speak. Grieved am I also for his host, for the ques- 
tion would have rid him of his unnamed torment.” 

The meal comes to an end: the Queen approaches the Grail and 
bows low to the lord and his guest: then all pass out by the door 
by which they had entered. As they go, Parzival has a glimpse 
into the room beyond; there, on a couch, lies the most beautiful 
old man he had ever seen, whiter than hoar-frost. “Who he was”, 
says the poet, “you shall learn later; at the right time, too, I will 
tell you who and what were the lord, the castle and the land.” 

Parzival retires to rest, tended with great courtesy. He sleeps 
uneasily, beset by troubled dreams. When he wakes next morning 
he finds no squires or pages to do him service, though on the car- 
pet lie his armour, his own sword, and the one given him by the 
lord of the castle: he dons his mail unaided and goes to the outer 
door, where he finds his horse, his shield and his spear awaiting 


646 


PARSIFAL 


him. Perturbed and a little angry at what he takes to be discourte- 
ous treatment of a guest he goes through room after room, but no- 
where is there a sign of life. He returns to the courtyard, where he 
sees that the grass has been trodden down and the dewdrops scat- 
tered. Mounting his horse he makes for the great outer gates: they 
stand wide open, and beyond them, stretching away into the 
fields, he sees the tracks of many horses. He spurs his own steed 
across the drawbridge, which is raised by an unseen hand almost 
before he has cleared it, and he hears the voice of the warder say- 
ing, “Away with you, and may the sun never shine on you! A 
goose you are! Could you not have opened your mouth? Would 
that you had not been so sparing of your speech but had asked 
your host a question! A great prize have you forfeited!” Parzival 
asks the meaning of these bitter words but receives no answer; 
the gates close with a crash behind him. Assuming that the knights 
have ridden forth to fight in some cause of their lord’s he decides 
to follow them, which he does until the tracks grow fainter and 
at last he loses the ever-narrowing trail. 

He rides on until he comes to a woman lamenting over a dead 
knight who lies clasped in her arms, and he offers her his knightly 
service. It is Crestien’s Sigune once more. Where did he lodge last 
night? she asks him. In a lordly castle, he replies. “Only one castle 
is there in this wood”, she says. “In it does every wish find its ful- 
filment. But whoso seeks for it can never find it: he who is to dis- 
cover it must come upon it unawares. Its name is Munsalvaesche,* 
and Terresalvaesche is the land in which it lies. The old King Ti- 
turel bequeathed his realm to his son Frimutel, a brave knight 
who died in combat, slain in the cause of love. He left four chil- 
dren: three are rich but full of sorrow; the fourth, Trevrizent by 
name, has chosen poverty for his portion and does penance for 
past sin. His brother Anfortas ’ is now lord of Munsalvaesche; he 
is a stricken man who can neither walk nor ride nor stand nor lie, 
but only recline. If indeed you came to that castle where all is 
sorrow, then surely must its lord have been healed of the pain he 
has borne so long . . . Did you see the Grail and its joyless lord? 


1 Not Monsalvat (the mountain of salvation), it will be observed. Salvaesche 
means wild: (French sauvage, Italian selvuaggio, Spanish salvaje. ) 
2 Wolfram spells the name in this fashion and accents it on the first syllable. 
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Give me the tidings I fain would hear. If his woes are at an end, 
then of good omen was your journey, for you shall be praised and 
served by all things living, and every wish of yours shall be ful- 
filled if you have asked the question you should have done.” 

Parzival confesses sorrowfully that he had asked no question. 
“Alas!” cries Sigune, “that ever I set eyes on you, that were too 
faint of heart to ask the question. You beheld all the wonders of 
the Grail, and the silver knives, and the bleeding spear. Why came 
you to me here? You are dishonoured and accursed; the venomous 
tooth of the wolf is yours, gall has poisoned troth and love in you. 
Were you not touched with pity for him? You asked not what 
ailed the sore-afflicted man? You live, but you are dead to bless- 
ing.” “Be not angry with me”, Parzival replies humbly; “I will 
atone.” But she drives him from her, cursing him for a blot on the 
fair name of knighthood. 


7 


So Parzival, sick of soul for that he has somehow failed in kind- 
liness and pity, and with the thought of his beloved Condwira- 
murs always tugging at his heart, passes on to a series of fresh ad- 
ventures at the court of King Arthur and elsewhere. At the court 
a new shame is put upon the ignorant boy. There rides in one day 
a hideous woman, the sorceress Cundrie, who curses him and de- 
nounces him as a disgrace to knighthood. He is more loathsome 
than even she, she cries, for his heart is false: he had been to 
Munsalvaesche, he had seen the suffering King, the Grail, the sil- 
ver knives, the bleeding lance, and had failed in the duty laid on 
him. “Ah, Munsalvaesche!”, she cries as she rides away on her 
ugly mule, “home of grief, woe to thee, for no man comes to thee 
with pity and with help”. And Parzival stands mute under her re- 
vilings, suffering he knows not why. He had always been brave 
and loyal and generous; there was no will to evil in his simple 
young heart; yet somehow in his ignorance he has done a mon- 
strous, unforgivable wrong. 

With his further adventures as a knight, and with those of Ga- 
wain, who now plays for a while the more prominent part in the 
poet's tale, we are not concerned here. It is upon Gawain that, by 
a new turn in the story, is laid, for a time, the task of going in 
search of the Grail. But the one predestined to find it is not Ga- 
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wain but Parzival, who comes into the foreground once more in 
Wolfram’s ninth Book. 

After years of wandering through many lands and over the seas 
he has come to a forest where once again he encounters Sigune, 
still mourning her dead lover; her own life, it appears, is sustained 
by the Grail, provision from which is brought to her each week 
by Cundrie. She recognises him as the Parzival who had gone 
long ago in search of the Grail, and asks how it had fared with him 
in his quest. Mournfully he confesses that neither Munsalvaesche 
nor the Grail has he yet found, and he asks counsel of her in his 
distress of soul. She bids him follow the track of Cundrie’s mule. 
But the forest is wild and soon he loses his way: once more he 
has missed the Grail and the opportunity to ask the question from 
which, he tells himself, he would not shrink a second time. At last 
he comes upon an old grey knight who chides him gently for bear- 
ing arms on that holiest of days, Good Friday, when all creation 
should be at once mourning and rejoicing. Parzival again rides on. 
He has been at bitter strife with God all the years since first he 
saw Munsalvaesche, for God seems to have deserted him and 
been his enemy. But what if God after all can help him in his tor- 
turing need? He lets the reins fall loosely on his horse’s neck. The 
animal takes him straight to the Fontaine la Salvaesche; and 
there, from the lips of a good old hermit, Trevrizent the pure, he 
learns the story of the Grail. 

No one can ever find it, says Trevrizent, save the Grail’s own 
chosen. It is kept at Munsalvaesche, guarded by knights, who are 
nourished and kept for ever young by a certain pure and precious 
stone. Its name is lapis exilis *; it is the stone that brings the phoe- 
nix to life again from its own ashes, and preserves a sick man from 
death for a week after he has gazed on it; “its other name is the 
Grail”. Each Good Friday its powers are renewed by a white dove 
which descends upon it from heaven, bearing in its beak a wafer; 
and thus the stone yields daily to the brotherhood all the meats 
and fruits they need for their sustenance. The elect of the Grail 
are chosen when children by the Grail itself, for the name of any- 
one destined for its service, man or maid, appears in mystic letters 


1 Or iaspis, lapsit; exilix, erillis; etc., in this manuscript or that. It looks as if 
the mediaeval scribes had no definite idea of the meaning of the word they 
were copying. 
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on the stone; these letters remain until they have been read, and 
then fade away. Long ago, when Lucifer contended with God, 
many of the angels took no side in the strife, for which offence 
they were cast out of heaven and sent down to earth to tend the 
stone, which they have guarded ever since: “this, Sir, is how it 
standeth with the Grail”. 

Hearing this, Parzival thinks that God should choose him to be 
one of the shining brotherhood, for he has been a knight honour- 
able and brave. But Trevrizent reproves him: “You must beware 
of pride and insolence of will; your youth may mislead you, for 
always pride has its fall”. And with tears in his eyes the old man 
tells Parzival the story of King Anfortas, whose undoing had been 
wrought by pride, for he had pursued an unchaste love. That is 
not the way of the Grail, says Trevrizent, which demands of its 
servants not pride but humility and purity of spirit. As for Munsal- 
vaesche and the Grail, none know where they are to be found but 
those called to their service. “One alone came there unsummoned 
—a young fool who went away again with the burden of sin on 
him, for he saw his host’s anguish and spoke no word of pity”. “I 
will reproach no man”, continues Trevrizent; “yet for that sin, 
that he asked not the question of the host on whom God’s hand 
lay so heavy, he must pay dear.” 


8 


As they talk, he and Parzival learn more of each other. Titurel, 
the boy learns, had bequeathed his holy heritage to his son Frimu- 
tel, whom Parzival resembles in looks. Herzeloyde was Trevri- 
zent’s sister; Trevrizent is the son of Frimutel, and the Queen 
Repanse de Schoye is sister to Trevrizent and to Anfortas, the pres- 
ent lord of the Grail. He, in the pride and ardour of his youth, had 
fought many a fight in the service of love, “for Amor was his bat- 
tle-cry”. But one day, having ridden out alone on an adventure, he 
fell a victim to love and was pierced in the groin by the enven- 
omed spear of a heathen who had come over the sea from his own 
land —“in Ethnisé, where the Tigris flows out of Paradise”, — 
burning to win, if he might, possession of the Grail: “his name was 
graven on the spear”. He was slain, and Anfortas rode home, sick 
and weary, to his lamenting people. The physician, groping in 
the wound, found in it the spear-head and part of the shaft, and 
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' drew them out. Then Trevrizent, in horror, put away his weap- 
ons and foreswore henceforth bread and wine and the flesh of 
animals. 

Trevrizent tells Parzival more about the Grail and the trouble of 
the brethren by reason of Anfortas’s fall. The Grail, it appears, 
chooses for its service young children of noble birth, maidens as 
well as boys. It will send in secret, if prayed to do so, one of its 
knights to rule over a lordless land; but the men of that land must 
pledge themselves to unquestioning allegiance to him *. The maid- 
ens of the Grail can be openly sent out to wedlock in other lands: 
Herzeloyde had been such a one. Whoever has been dedicated to 
the Grail must forswear the love of women; only the King and 
those sent to foreign lands are allowed a wife, and they must not 
seek love outside the marriage bond. 

To heal the wound of Anfortas every remedy has been sought 
and tried — the mystic waters of the four streams of Paradise (Fi- 
son, Geon, Tigris and Euphrates), the golden bough which the 
Cumzean Sibyl promised should protect Aeneas against the per- 
ils of Hades, the blood of the pelican’s breast on which she nour- 
ishes her young; the heart of the unicorn and the potent carbun- 
cle that lies beneath its horn; the magic herb that springs from the 
ground bedewed by a dying dragon’s blood. All had been in vain. 
The knights had prayed for help, and seen it written on the Grail 
that one should come who would ask the King the question that 
would lift the burden of suffering from him, the deliverer who 
should then reign in his stead. But he would have to come un- 
bidden and ask the question without prompting, and that on his 
first night in the castle. One knight indeed had come, says Trevri- 
zent, but he had failed to ask, and thereby lost his chance of be- 
ing blessed and plunged the King back into his intolerable woe. 
Always when Saturn has run his course Anfortas’s sufferings in- 
crease: the frost enters the wound, and there is no remedy but to 
cure one maddening pain by another, by thrusting the burning 
spear into the wound; its heat draws out the frost and turns it to 
crystals of ice, which can be cut away from the spear only by two 
sharp silver knives. At the change of the moon the King is carried 
to the lake called Brumbane, where the pure air cleanses the 


1 The legend of Lohengrin is foreshadowed here. 
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wound: there he fishes, and so the story goes that he is a Fisher- 
man. 

Hearing all this, Parzival discloses that he was the peccant 
knight who had arrived at the castle and failed in what was ex- 
pected of him. Trevrizent gives him wise and loving counsel, but 
urges him to cleanse his soul and atone for the wrongs he had 
done. For twice the unschooled boy had unwittingly wrought 
evil: in the thoughtless lustihood of youth he had left his loving 
mother and broken her heart, and, in his first passion to become a 
knight, he had slain the Red Knight Ither and possessed himself 
of his armour. God has not forgotten these misdeeds, and will re- 
quite him for them. But the peak of his offending against heaven 
had been his failure in the castle of the Grail. For his coming, 
Trevrizent now tells him, had filled them all with hope: it was be- 
cause they saw in him the healer of Anfortas and the chosen suc- 
cessor to the kingdom of the Grail that the Queen had covered 
him with her own mantle and the King had given him a sword. 
The fair old man of whom Parzival had caught sight through the 
open door was his mother’s grandsire, Titurel, the first custodian 
of the Grail, now old and bedridden, but kept alive by the sight 
of the Grail. And so, after fifteen days, Parzival rides away from 
Trevrizent, with the counsel in his ears to be steadfast and true 
and leave his sins in the old hermit’s keeping, who will render ac- 
count for them in the sight of God. 


9 


This was the strange story which Wolfram had refrained from 
telling earlier, leaving it to reach us at this stage through the 
mouth of Trevrizent. And now his poem takes a curious tum: 
Parzival becomes for a while a subsidiary character, only to come 
back in the end, however, as the true hero of the long tale. And 
much of what now follows is of prime importance to us because of 
the part it plays in Wagner’s drama. 

The action shifts to another land of marvels — Terre Merveille, 
which is not only as wonderful in its own different way as Terre 
Munsalvaesche but curiously connected with it. 

A certain Cidegast, the lover of the queen Orgeluse (who in 
Wolfram’s poem is one of the greatest figures in mediaeval litera- 
ture), having been slain by a rival suitor for the lady’s hand, King 


652 


PARSIFAL 


Gramovlanz, Orgeluse’s one passion henceforth is to avenge his 
death. To this end she had accepted in days gone by the services 
of Anfortas, who had failed, however, in the combat with Gram- 
ovlanz and received a grievous wound. Thereupon Orgeluse, still 
thirsting for vengeance, had concluded a pact with one Clinschor, 
a mighty magician, the lord of the enchanted Terre Merveille and 
its castle, the Schastel Merveille. He had once loved the wife of 
King Ibert of Sicily, who found them together and by a stroke of 
his knife unmanned the knight. Thereafter, in a mad hatred of hu- 
manity, Clinschor had devoted himself to the study of magic. 
High up on a mountain he had created a palace and a garden the 
like of which the earth did not contain. There he held in thrall the 
knights and ladies who fell into his power, the victims of his ma- 
lignant hate of all mankind. Orgeluse bribes him with the gift of 
a pavilion, full of costly merchandise, which she had received 
from Anfortas, to whom it had been presented by the Indian 
queen Secundille. Along with it she had sent two messengers to 
the lord of the Grail. (At this point it becomes tolerably clear that 
Wolfram was drawing for his material upon more than one oral 
or written source, and making an attempt to combine certain char- 
acters and milieux either in a way of his own or in some way sanc- 
tioned by usage. Cundrie, for instance, brings remedies and salves 
for the healing of Gawain’s wounds, just as, in the other story, she 
brings them for Anfortas). 

It was Cundrie who, making one of her mysterious appearances 
at the court of King Arthur, had persuaded Gawain and other 
knights to go to the rescue of four queens and four hundred maid- 
ens who had been made captive by Clinschor; and it is with the 
adventures of Gawain that a great deal of Wolfram’s space is 
taken up at this point. It is to Gawain that Orgeluse finally trusts 
for the avenging of the death of Cidegast. She had indeed met 
the mysterious Red Knight (Parzival), and after he had over- 
thrown her men in combat she offered him her hand and her 
kingdom. But he had passed on his way with a touch of anger 
and scorn: two desires alone possessed him, to be joined again to 
his Condwiramurs and to find the Grail. In the end, however, it is 
Parzival, not Gawain, who overcomes Gramovlanz in combat and 
so works the will of Orgeluse. 

We next find Parzival, in the course of his wanderings, encoun- 
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tering his half-brother Fierefiz, the son of Gahmuret by a dusky 
queen of the east, and in face half-black, half-white. After he and 
Parzival have fought to the equal honour of each of them they dis- 
cover their blood-relationship; and the pair ride on to King Ar- 
thur’s court, whither, one day, a changed Cundrie comes. She falls 
at the feet of the Parzival whom she had once so cruelly derided 
and cursed, and begs his forgiveness; she tells him that the in- 
scription on the Grail has been read and that he is the destined 
new lord of the Grail; he has only to ask the question and Anfortas 
will be made free of his pain; Condwiramurs and one of Parzival's 
twin sons, Loherangrin, have also been chosen to be of the com- 
pany of the Grail. So Parzival, Cundrie and Fierefiz set out to- 
gether for Munsalvaesche. They are well received by the knights. 
The weary Anfortas implores Parzival to deny him the sight of the 
Grail for seven nights and eight days and so bring his burdensome 
life to an end. But Parzival weeps and prays for him, rises to his 
feet, and asks the simple question, “Uncle, what aileth thee?”; and 
instantly Anfortas becomes well and young again. Parzival is made 
King in his stead; and soon he has the joy of being re-united to his 
Condwiramurs after so many years. Loherangrin he keeps with 
him; the later story of the boy is enshrined in the anonymous epic 
of Lohengrin. The other son, Kardeiz, is sent to rule over his fa- 
ther’s earthly kingdom of Brobarz. 


10 


The story as told by Crestien and Wolfram differs in many fun- 
damental respects from that of Wagner’s Parsifal. For neither of 
the old writers does the Grail mean what it did for Wagner and 
does for most people today. Crestien, indeed, does not even speak 
of “the Grail”; it is “a graal” that the maiden carries into the hall. 
There is no hint of it containing the blood of the Saviour, and it is 
plainly, for Crestien, not a cup but a dish. That, indeed, seems to 
be the true primal meaning of the word itself. All the popular deri- 
vations of it are fanciful, whether from the Latin “gradalis”, sig- 
nifying a dish in which the various foods were arranged in rows 
(gradatim), or from “Sang réal” (royal blood). It comes from an 
old Latin word “garalis”, meaning a dish (old French “graal” or 
“gréal”, Provengal “grazal”). In the will of a certain Count Eber- 
hard (a.p. 873) a bequest is made of several “garales,” including 
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' “two of silver with two spoons each” (“garales argenteos cum 
hinis cochleariis duos”); and under the rules and regulations of 
the courts of the Kings of Jerusalem “all dishes and graals” from 
which the food was served on feast days were placed in the cus- 
tody of the seneschal. 

For Wolfram, as we have seen, the Grail is not even a dish but 
some kind of talismanic stone. The denizens of Munsalvaesche, 
Trevrizent tells Parsifal, are miraculously fed by “a stone of pure 
and sublime nature, called lapis exillix. It is this stone that enables 
the phoenix to rise renewed from its ashes. Be a man ever so sick, 
a sight of the stone preserves his life and his colour for the space 
of a whole week. A man might look at it for two hundred years 
and show no sign of age except a greying of his hair. The other 
name of the stone is the Grail.” Such a stone would presumably 
be meteoric; and to precious stones in general the ancient and the 
mediaeval world attributed magic powers. Wolfram is very vague 
as to the provenance of the stone that is the Grail, but he chris- 
tianises it to the extent of making it have its powers renewed each 
Good Friday by a dove that descends from heaven, bearing a sac- 
ramental wafer in its beak: this it lays on the stone, which there- 
after yields the brotherhood everything it desires in the way of 
food and drink “in paradisiac profusion”. Thus it is no longer the 
merely talismanic qualities of the stone itself but the sacred Host 
deposited on it that endows it with its supernatural powers. 

It is tolerably clear that neither Crestien nor Wolfram was 
working upon any clear-cut conception of the nature and origin of 
the Grail. The complete christianisation of it had gradually come 
about as the result of the infiltration into the basic Perceval-Grail 
story of another legend, that of the transmission, through Joseph 
of Arimathea, of the sacred Blood in a dish or cup: one form of 
the story even presents us with two holy relics — “li saintisme 
graals”, meaning the dish with the Blood, and “li saintisme vais- 
saus”, the dish from which Christ and His disciples ate at the Last 
Supper. What is certain is that for Wolfram a “graal” is not a dish 
or a cup. He probably took over the word, without understanding 
it, from the French version he had before him; as a German 
scholar has put it, he imagined “graal” to be a proper name, and so 
did not translate it into German but changed Crestien’s “a graal” 
into “The Grail”. 
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Of the bleeding lance neither Crestien nor Wolfram gives us 
any explanation; but certainly for neither of them was it the leg- 
endary spear of “Longinus”. Manifestly it had great significance in 
Crestien’s eyes, but he died before reaching the point in his poem 
at which, presumably, he would have told us more about it, as 
Wolfram has done at a later stage of his story, when he makes the 
bleeding lance of the scene in the hall of the Grail the same poi- 
soned weapon that had dealt Anfortas his wound. (In the old 
Celtic legends, from which a good deal of the Perceval-Grail story 
sprang, a bleeding lance was the traditional symbol of the desire 
of the Celts for revenge upon the Saxon invaders who had driven 
them from their homes. Crestien seems to have been aware of 
this aspect of it). 


Il 


The story of Perceval and the quest for the Grail has come 
down to us in various forms in poetry and prose: it seems to have 
excited the liveliest interest in Western Europe and Britain for a 
half-century or so between 1170 and 1220, and then to have faded 
out as suddenly and inexplicably as it had come in. As we have it 
now it must represent the gradual interfusion and proliferation of 
several legends. Crestien and Wolfram, it seems evident, worked 
upon a common source or sources, though either they inserted 
features of their own in it or the two versions that lay before them 
already differed from each other in some respects. Crestien’s un- 
finished poem was continued by three writers, Wauchier (or Gau- 
tier) de Denain, Manessier, and Gerbert de Montreuil. Each of 
these seems to have drawn upon sources anterior to Crestien and 
in some ways different from his. Wauchier’s romance perhaps pre- 
sents us with the story in its earliest form. In his version the hero 
of the Quest for the Grail is Gawain, and the Grail is not a “holy” 
but merely a “rich” object which in some mysterious fashion pro- 
vides food. Wauchier knows also of a bleeding lance which is that 
of Longinus. Gawain asks the King of the castle what the lance is, 
and by so doing makes the rivers flow and brings verdure back to 
the wasted land again. But he does not enquire also about the 
Grail; by his failing to do so the land is not wholly restored to life, 
and so the people of it mingle curses with their blessings of him. 

The legend, or complex of legends, seems to have been in a 
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“state of constant inner flux and of amalgamation with others. The 
widespread primitive folk-tale of a brave, simple boy coming 
slowly to strength and wisdom becomes gradually inwrought with 
the conception of a Grail, which mysterious object is now one 
thing, now another, until finally it and the lance become ecclesias- 
ticised as the Dish (or Cup) and the spear of Longinus. Perceval 
gradually supplants Gawain in the legends as the quester for the 
Grail and is in turn supplanted by Lancelot, who is later replaced 
by Galahad: it is in this last form that the story comes to us in 
Malory’s Morte d@Arthur (first printed in 1485) and in Tenny- 
son’s Idylls of the King. 

But so far as the brave and simple hero and his quest of the 
Grail is concerned the best telling of the tale, and, indeed, the fin- 
est flower of northern mediaeval literature, is undoubtedly Wol- 
fram’s Parzival. For Wolfram’s genius has fused the romantic and 
the ethical into one in a way beyond the powers of any of his con- 
temporaries. He alone sees Parzival steadily and whole as a char- 
acter developing in humanity under the stress of bitter circum- 
stance — the “brave man becoming slowly wise”. Here alone in all 
the Perceval-Grail stories of the Middle Ages was something upon 
which a modern dramatist and musician could build, though nec- 
essarily with a good deal of sifting and modification of the mate- 
rial. Here and there a modern specialist in mediaeval literature 
has seen fit to censure Wagner for not having kept more closely 
to Wolfram; but in doing so they lose sight of the difference be- 
tween epic and drama and between mediaeval and modern ethi- 
cal concepts. Another core than that of the legend has of neces- 
sity to be found for a Parsifal drama or opera of today; had 
Wagner docilely followed Wolfram he would have had to make 
the dénouement turn upon the restoration of the King to health 
and the saving of the wasted land by Parsifal’s simple asking of a 
question, which would have been too naive a climax for the mod- 
ern mind.* Wagner, for his purposes, had to lift the whole action 


1 Mr. H. O. Taylor, in his searching study of the mediaeval mind, has 
pointed out that Wolfram was quite logical, from the standpoint of his 
epoch, in his implied ethical sequence: “failure to ask the question was a 
symbol of [Parsifal’s] lack of wisdom . . . So the sequence becomes ethi- 
cal: from error, calamity; from calamity, grief; and from grief, wisdom”. 
(The Mediaeval Mind, I, 601, 602). 
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out of the sphere of folk-story into that of ethics; the simple old 
tale of a misfortune befalling the rash Anfortas had to be made a 
symbol of sin in general and its atonement by one made wise and 
understanding by pity not merely for an individual but for all 
men. 

Wagner's letters of 1859 — the period of his first struggle with 
the huge and confused material of the legends — show him to 
have had rather a poor opinion of Wolfram and of the mediaeval 
poets in general, — which merely means that they saw matters in 
terms of their own age instead of in those of ours. Wagner could 
neither do anything himself with the “question” motive nor un- 
derstand what it signified in the legends. “That business of the 
‘question’”, he wrote to Frau Wesendonk, “is quite absurd and 
meaningless. Here, therefore, I should just have to invent every- 
thing for myself.” His problem was what to invent that would take 
the vital place of the “question” motive in Wolfram. It was not 
until nearly twenty years later that he found the solution of his 
problem. From Cosima’s diary we learn that on the 25th January 
1877 he said to her, “I am starting on [the poem of] Parsifal, and 
I shall not lay it aside until it is finished.” Three days later he 
could tell her that he had got over what had been his greatest dif- 
ficulty: the nodal point of his drama would be not the asking of 
the question but the recovery of the Spear. 


12 


It was necessary, too, for Wagner to fuse Wolfram’s account of 
the Grail with the later developments that associated it with the 
Chalice and the Sacred Blood; Wolfram’s Grail—a_ talismanic 
stone with magic-working properties — would have stirred no 
emotion in the modern spectator, besides being too weak to bear 
the great ethical superstructure Wagner had it in his mind to raise. 
In general, Wagner's solution of the problems of the handling of 
the varied material presented to him by the mediaeval legends 
was to tighten it up everywhere and provide it with one or two 
central episodes from which the action and its ethical motives 
could consistently develop. It was a stroke of genius on his part to 
bring the world of Monsalvat and that of Klingsor into both con- 
nection and apposition, to make the magician of evil wound the 
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custodian of the Grail with the very weapon that had pierced the 
Redeemer’s side on the Cross, thus inflicting on Amfortas an agony 
for which there could never be any healing save by virtue of the 
sacred Spear itself. By adopting this development Wagner was 
able to make the essence of Parsifal’s long and weary trial not so 
much the quest for the Grail as that for the Spear; it was the 
loss of this, through Amfortas’s sin against the purity of the Grail, 
that had brought disaster on the brotherhood, and only the re- 
covery of it, and the second finding of the hall of the Grail, could 
bring healing to the King and restore to Monsalvat its lost spir- 
itual power. 

He had further to compress the meandering action at several 
points, to eliminate many superfluous characters, to amalgamate 
others, and to make Kundry not only a more definite personality 
but a more significant one. As usual, he concentrated on essen- 
tials. The numberless picturesque details in which Wolfram, writ- 
ing an epic, could safely indulge had to be eliminated — for in- 
stance, the poet’s expansive and richly wrought picture of the 
procedure in the hall of the Grail had to be condensed into a sin- 
gle impressive ritual act. Wolfram’s long preliminary story of 
Parsifal’s origin, of the death of his father Gahmuret and his 
mother Herzeloyde, and of his upbringing in ignorance of the 
world, had to be simultaneously communicated to the spectator 
and made part of the psychology of the drama by means of Kun- 
dry’s narrative in the second act. 

Of the numerous figures that crowd upon each other in Wol- 
fram’s vast tapestry Wagner needed, for his purpose, only four for 
the main action — Parsifal, Amfortas, Kundry, Klingsor, — with a 
fifth, Gurnemanz, in the second line, to bring the others into con- 
nection with each other at vital points of the drama and to make 
clear sundry things in this that could not be shown on the stage. 
Gurnemanz himself is an amalgam of Wolfram’s Gornemans and 
his Trevrizent. Klingsor is not simply the traditional magician of 
mediaeval romance but the incarnation of evil, the force in im- 
placable warfare with the ethical world symbolised by the Grail. 
Kundry becomes infinitely more than the Loathly Damsel of the 
mediaeval legends. Her complex nature is difficult to analyse in 
words — it is defined for us mostly in her music; but we can see 
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how enormously Wagner increased the significance of the charac- 
ter by making her at once the instrument of Klingsor, the servant 
of the Grail, and a spirit in revolt against the evil which Klingsor 
compels her to work at times. 


13 


The basic Gawain-Perceval legends seem to have been Celtic 
in origin; but from the moment when the Grail came to be asso- 
ciated with the Last Supper the stories tended to become overlaid 
with an ecclesiastical symbolism which at first formed no part of 
them. As for the Grail element itself, the truth of the matter seems 
to be with the modern scholars who trace it back to some such an- 
cient fertility rite—the primitive meaning of which, however, 
had by Wolfram’s time been forgotten — as is set forth for us in 
the pages of Frazer’s Golden Bough and similar works. Primitive 
man, like backward tribes today, practised at certain times of the 
year a ritual designed to encourage the powers of nature to make 
the earth and rivers and seas fertile for his needs. In the course of 
time the ritual would take on a dramatic form, the winter decline 
of earth and the spring reawakening being symbolised in the per- 
sons of gods or heroes such as Attis, Adonis, Tammuz or Mithra, 
who, like the vegetation, died and after an interval came to life 
again. The Mithraic cult in particular, which was the favourite 
one of the far-travelled Roman legionaries, had an extensive 
vogue in Western Europe and the islands during the early cen- 
turies when Christianity was establishing itself; and a good case 
has been made out for seeing in the sick king who is afterwards 
healed, and in the aversion of evil from the land by virtue of that 
healing, a last vague relic of one of the pagan fertility cults. This 
view would help to account, again, for the title of “the Fisher 
King” or “the Rich Fisherman”, borne in the Grail legends by the 
king who is mortally sick from a wound in the groin: for the fish 
was one of the most widely-spread symbols of fertility in the an- 
cient world. But the whole subject, on not only the literary side 
but that of comparative religion, is packed with problems which 
will perhaps never be mastered, extensive as the literature dealing 
with them already is. And with all this we have on the present oc- 
casion nothing to do: all that concerns us is the nature of the po- 
etic material from which Wagner derived his subject, and the 
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processes within him that gradually developed it into the form it 
assumes in Parsifal.* 


14 


In July 1845 Wagner, having completed the music of Tann- 
héuser, took a holiday and “cure” in Bohemia, taking with him for 
his reading, as he tells us in My Life, “the poems of Wolfram von 
Eschenbach in the [modern German] versions of Simrock and 
San-Marte,’ as well as the anonymous epic of Lohengrin with the 
long introduction by Gérres. With the book under my arm I hid 
myself in the neighbouring woods, and, seated by a brook, feasted 
myself on Titurel and Parzival in Wolfram’s strange yet inti- 
mately appealing poem.” His imagination was kindled, and he felt 
a burning desire to cast the rich but diffuse poetic matter into 
musical-dramatic form. But he had been warned by his doctor 
against over-excitement during his cure in Marienbad, and so, 
though with great difficulty, he damped down his passion for the 
Parzival subject and concentrated on the story of Lohengrin, 
which had been occupying his thoughts more or less since the 
Paris days of 1841-2. After that, as a kind of sanitary reaction 
against the excitement of working out the scheme of his Lohen- 
grin, he sketched a text on the subject of Hans Sachs and the Mas- 
tersingers of Nuremberg. 

He would have been surprised had he been told at that time 
that a Parsifal would be the last of his works for the stage, that it 
would not be until thirty-seven years after that ardent first read- 
ing of Wolfram in the woods at Marienbad that the opera would 
see the light of day, and that it would show the world a Richard 
Wagner more remote in every way from the one who had just 
completed Tannhduser than the Beethoven of the last quartets is 
from the Beethoven of the Second Symphony. The Parzival sub- 


1 About 1930 a German orientalist, Dr. Fridrich von Suhtscheck, made out 
a strong case for a Persian origin and Persian setting of the Parsifal legend. 
He contended that “Grail” came from two Persian roots, gohar or ghr, mean- 
ing pearl, and al, meaning brilliant colour, the Grail, therefore, signifying 
the pearl of pearls. Kyot he identified with Giut, an Armenian who rendered 
a Parsifal story into French about the middle of the twelfth century. His 
argument is profoundly interesting, but a full statement of it would take us 
too far afield. 

2 San-Marte was the pseudonym of one Albert Schutz. 
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ject had to go through a long period of silent gestation within 
him before he could feel that he was really ripe for it. It was not 
merely that as dramatic craftsman he did not quite see as yet how 
to condense Wolfram’s long epic into the three-hours’ traffic of the 
operatic stage; and his artistic instinct must have warned him 
to wait until he was much more developed as poet and musi- 
cian and man before trying to find the right expression for the 
strange new world of which the old poet had given him a glimpse. 
But though we hear nothing more from him about Parzival for 
several years it is evident that the subject was often in his 
thoughts, working out its own destiny in the silent and slow but 
sure way that was habitual with him. 

We next hear of it towards the end of 1854, in what seems to us 
today, however, the strangest connection with the story of Tristan 
and Isolde. He drew up a broad plan for an opera in three acts on 
the latter subject; and in the third act, he says, “I introduced an 
episode which I did not work out later — Parzifal, in his quest for 
the Grail, coming to the sick-bed of Tristan: for Tristan, ill from 
his wound and unable to die, had become identified in my mind 
with Amfortas in the Grail legend.” * Hans von Wolzogen, draw- 
ing upon his recollection of conversations with Wagner, gave us 
further information on this point in 1886. “Parzival, questing for 
the Grail, was to come in the course of his pilgrimage to Kareol, 
and there find Tristan lying on his death-bed, love-racked and de- 
spairing. Thus the longing one was brought face to face with the 
renouncing one, the self-curser with the man atoning for his own 
guilt, the one suffering unto death from love with the one bring- 
ing redemption through pity. Here death, there new life. And it 
was intended that a melody associated with the wandering Parzi- 
val should sound in the ears of the mortally wounded Tristan, as it 


1 It has to be remembered that at some time or other the Perceval saga and 
that of Tristan had tended to coalesce, as was the way with many of these 
mediaeval stories. “In the final stage of the evolution of the Arthurian cycle”, 
says Miss Jessie L. Weston, “when its tentacles, stretching far and wide, had 
laid hold of the originally quite independent Tristan theme and drawn it 
within the meshes of the Arthurian net, the Galahad Quest became enlarged 
in order to permit of the participation not only of Tristan himself but also 
of other knights who had become more or less closely connected with him.” 
Wagner must have been aware of this coalescence, but his sense of fitness 
soon made him turn away from it. 
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" were the mysteriously faint receding answer to his life-destroying 
question about the “Why?” of life. Out of this melody, it may be 
said, grew the stage-festival-drama [Parsifal].” The melody re- 
ferred to is apparently the one written out by Wagner for Ma- 
thilde Wesendonk about April 1858; it runs thus: 


(“Where shall I find thee, holy Grail, for which my yearning heart 
is searching?” ). 


15 


A note-book of 1854-5 that has survived contains Wagner's 
sketch for the episode in question as originally planned for Tris- 
tan and Isolde. It runs thus: “Act III. Tristan on his sick-bed in 
the garden of the castle. At the side of the stage a battlement. 
Awaking from sleep he calls to his squire, whom he believes to 
be on the battlement, though he cannot see him. The squire is not 
there, but in response to Tristan’s call he comes at last. Re- 
proaches. Excuses —a pilgrim has arrived and has been enter- 
tained. Once and now. Tristan’s impatience. The squire can still 
see nothing [of the expected ship bringing Isolde]. Tristan’s re- 
flections. Doubts. A melody from the distance, dying away. What 
can it be? The squire tells him about the pilgrim — Parzival. Pro- 
found impression. Love and torment. My mother died in giving 
me birth; now I live, dying because I was born. Why this? Parzi- 
val’s refrain — repeated by the shepherd. The whole world noth- 
ing but unsatisfied longing. What can ever allay it? Parzival’s re- 
frain again.” 
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As the reader knows, this plan for introducing the questing 
Parzival into the last act of Tristan was never carried out: Wag- 
ner’s dramatic sense must soon have convinced him that it would 
constitute an unmotived, alien element there. And the melody he 
had put into the mouth of Parzival is obviously not in the vein of 
the Parsifal we now know; Wagner’s muse had to pass through a 
long period of deepening and purification before it was ripe for 
taking imaginative control of the strange world of Parzival and 
the Grail.” 

We next find his thoughts turning in the direction of Wolfram 
again in the April of 1857. According to his story in My Life * he 
awoke in the “Asyl” — the little house on the Wesendonk estate at 
Ziirich that had been placed at his disposal — on a marvellously 
beautiful Good Friday morning; the garden was freshly green, 
the birds were singing, and over the whole world brooded a divine 
peace. He was suddenly reminded, he says, of Wolfram’s poem — 
“with which I had never occupied myself since that stay of mine 
in Marienbad when I had conceived the Mastersingers and Lohen- 
grin.” [This would seem at first sight to conflict with the fact that 
in 1854-5 he had planned an entry of Parzival in the third act of 
Tristan. But there is no real contradiction. He had perhaps been 
concerned with Parzival at that time only as a possible figure in 
an episode of the Tristan drama]. “Now its ideal contents took ir- 
resistible possession of me, and out of my thoughts about Good 
Friday I swiftly conceived an entire drama in three acts, of 
which I put a hasty sketch on paper.” His memory was a little at 
fault as regards the date, for Good Friday in 1857 fell on the 10th 
April, and Wagner did not take up his residence in the Asyl un- 
til the 29th: no doubt he had visited the garden on the 10th, felt 
the emotions he describes and been reminded of the Good F riday 


1 We do not know when the melody quoted above was written. One would 
be inclined a priori to date it from long before 1854, perhaps even from the 
days of the first impact of the Parzival subject on him in the summer of 
1845. The Rhinegold and The Valkyrie had been written between November 
1853 and the end of 1854, while 1856 and 1857 saw the completion of the 
first two acts of Siegfried and the first act of Tristan. Even by 1854 he had 
developed so enormously as a musician that it is difficult to believe that for 
this Parzival theme he had reverted to the Tannhduser-Lohengrin musical 
idiom of six to ten years earlier. 

2 This section of the autobiography was dictated about 1870. 
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episode in Wolfram’s poem, and then, in later years, assumed the 
date of this experience to have been Good Friday. 

If that sketch of 1857 survives it has not yet been given to the 
world, so we can only speculate as to its nature. It goes without 
saying that there must already have been a good deal of con- 
scious or subconscious sifting of the Wolfram material on Wag- 
ner’s part, for a stage drama on purely Wolframian lines was from 
the beginning an impossibility. We may be sure also that the con- 
ception of the Grail as the Chalice containing the Redeemer’s 
blood was already essential to his drama; for although, as we have 
seen, there is not the smallest suggestion of either Cup or Sacred 
Blood in Wolfram’s poem, the sources consulted by Wagner in 
1845 had familiarised him with other mediaeval handlings of the 
Grail story in which the legend of Joseph of Arimathea and the 
Holy Blood plays a vital part.’ The germ-cell from which Wag- 
ner’s plan for a three-act drama evolved in 1857 must have been 
the Good Friday scene, which, indeed, is the emotional focal 
point of the present Parsifal, as Senta’s Ballad is that of The Fly- 
ing Dutchman. But apart from a few more or less plausible con- 
jectures of this kind we can throw no light at present on the draft 
of that year. 


16 


In the late 1850’s Wagner’s whole thinking about life and the 
cosmos took a mystical-metaphysical turn, the result partly of his 
study of Schopenhauer, partly of his contact with Buddhistic lit- 
erature, partly of his own tortured broodings upon the nature of 
the world and the destiny of man and beast, partly of the flood of 
new emotion set coursing in him by the sorrowful Tristan subject. 
The centre of his ethic now was pity for everything doomed to 
carry the burden of existence; and it was from this centre out- 
wards that he had already come to survey the Parzival subject 
afresh. 

The biographical record now shifts to the autumn of 1858, when 
Wagner began for Frau Wesendonk’s benefit that “Venice Diary” 


1 We first meet with it in a prose narrative, Joseph of Arimathea, by one 
Robert de Baron, which tells of the adventures and the magic properties of 
the Dish from which Jesus and His disciples ate at the Last Supper, and 
which later received the Blood that welled from His wounds on the Cross. 
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that is of the first importance for our understanding of him at that 
time. “Nothing touches me seriously”, he wrote, “save in so far as it 
awakes in me fellow-feeling, that is, fellow-suffering. This com- 
passion I recognise as the strongest feature of my moral being, 
and presumably it is also the fountain-head of my art.” Even more 
with animals than with man, he says, does he feel kinship through 
suffering, for man by his philosophy can raise himself to a resig- 
nation that transcends his pain, whereas the mute unreasoning an- 
imal can only suffer without comprehending why. “And so if there 
is any purpose in all this suffering it can only be the awakening of 
pity in man, who thus takes up the animal's failed existence into 
himself, and, by perceiving the error of all existence, becomes the 
redeemer of the world. This interpretation will become clearer to 
you some day from the third act of Parzival, which takes place on 
Good Friday morning.” Manifestly, then, the Parzival drama had 
already defined itself within him as the drama of compassion. 


Lie 


The dates of composition of Parsifal are as follows. 
Poem. Act I finished 29 March 1877. 
Act II finished 13 April 1877. 
Act III finished 19 April 1877. 
Music. Begun August 1877. 
Prelude Sketch finished 26 September 1877. 
Act I Composition Sketch finished 31 January 1878. 
Act II Composition Sketch finished 13 October 1878. 
Act III Composition Sketch finished 26 April 1879. 
Orchestral Score. 
Act I Begun 23 August 1879 but soon abandoned; re- 
sumed 23 November 1880. Finished 25 April 1881. 
Act IT Begun 6 June 1881. Finished 19 October 1881. 
Act III Begun 5 November 1881. Finished 13 January 
1882. 
The final page of the manuscript of the orchestral score, however, 
is dated 25 December 1881. The explanation of the discrepancy is 
that Wagner had promised Cosima that the work should be com- 
plete for presentation to her on Christmas Day, which was also 
her birthday. Finding himself unable to keep this promise to the 
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* letter he scored the final page on the 25th December, inserted the 
date at the end, and filled in the few pages thus left blank be- 
tween then and the 18th January 1882. 

The work was produced for the first time at the Bayreuth Festi- 
val of 1882. Sixteen performances of it were given, running from 
the 22nd July to the 29th August. Partly to avoid undue strain on 
the singers, partly to insure against illness or the caprices of the 
artistic temperament, Wagner employed a double cast. That for 
the opening performance consisted of (1) Winkelmann (Parsifal), 
(2) Scaria (Gurnemanz), (3) Hill (Klingsor), (4) Reichmann 
(Amfortas), (5) Amelia Materna (Kundry). The alternative cast 
was (1) Gudehus and Jager, (2) Siehr, (3) Fuchs, (5) Marianne 
Brandt and Therese Malten. Reichmann sang Amfortas in all six- 
teen performances. Hermann Levi conducted. 

On the afternoon of the 12th November 1880 Wagner, who was 
in Munich at the time, conducted two performances of the Parsi- 
fal prelude by the orchestra of the Court Theatre for the private 
hearing of King Ludwig. To assist the King’s comprehension he 
gave him the following description of it: 

“Love — Faith — Hope? 

First theme: Love. 
“Take ye my body, take my blood, in token of our love!’ (re- 
peated by angel voices gradually dying away). “Take ye my 
blood, take my body, that you may hold me in your remem- 
brance!’ 
(Again repeated and dying away). 

Second theme: Faith. 
Promise of redemption through Faith. Firmly and stoutly 
Faith declares itself, exalted, unshakeable even in suffering. 
— The promise is repeated and answered by Faith from the 
remote heights — hovering downwards, as it were on the pin- 
ions of the white dove — taking more and more complete 
possession of the breast, the heart of man, filling all nature 
with the mightiest force, then looking aloft again to heaven’s 
vault in sweet tranquillity. — 

But once more, from out the awe of solitude, there throbs 

the lament of loving pity: fear, dismay, the holy sweat of Oli- 
vet, the divine death-throes of Golgotha, — the body pales, the 
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blood wells forth and glows with heavenly blessing in the 
Chalice, pouring out the grace of redemption on all that lives 
and suffers. We are made ready for Amfortas, the sinning 
keeper of the holy relic, who, racked with repentance, quails 
before the divine chastisement which the sight of the glow- 
ing Grail brings with it; will the gnawing anguish of his soul 
find redemption? — Once more we hear the promise; and — 


we hope!” 
18 


This, however, is a doctrinal elucidation of the prelude rather 
than a musical analysis of it. Anything of the latter kind would 
have been useless to the King, whereas he had always been in- 
tensely interested in the emotional and philosophical motives of 
the poem, which Wagner now drew into one focus for him. 

The long prelude* begins with an extended theme that is an en- 
tity in itself: 


No.1 


Ce en el ees ee eee ene 


espress.molto 


Sie 
————— P pitp 


yet embodies three leading motives that can be used in the course 
of the work either in conjunction or separately: that marked B is 
always associated with suffering, particularly that of Amfortas, 
while C pertains more especially to the Spear. As so often hap- 
pens in connection with Wagner, it is difficult to attach to our 
No. 1 a single label that will characterise it in every one of its ap- 
pearances. It is generally referred to by the commentators as the 
Love Feast motive, because it forms the basis of the song that ac- 
companies the serving of the Bread and Wine in the Hall of the 


1 As already stated, it was completed by the 26th September 1877, on which 
date Wagner played it to Cosima; therefore not only some of the central 
musical motives of the opera but the psychological connotations and inter- 
actions of them must have been fully formed in his mind some time before 
he began regular work at the opera itself. 
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‘Grail. It must always be borne in mind, however, that during 
the opera each of the three limbs of No. 1 has a life and a func- 
tion of its own, calling, for purposes of analysis, for an individual 
title. 

The seemingly indeterminate rhythm of the unaccompanied 
melody as a whole, arising from its syncopations, caused much 
headshaking among some of the musical critics who heard it for 
the first time in 1882; they were unable to read a shape into a 
phrase in which the stresses occurred so irregularly, with such 
small concern for the sacred laws of four-four. But Wagner knew 
quite well what he was about: the seeming vagueness of the 
rhythm and the enunciation of the melody without supporting 
and key-defining chords gives us a feeling of being plunged 
straight into a world remote from that of everyday reality. 

At the end of our quotation No. 1 the orchestra (flutes, clari- 
nets, etc.) builds up in arpeggios a succession of chords that con- 
clusively establish the key as that of A flat major. Wagner is in no 
hurry: he has a great deal of mystical emotion to evoke from No. 1 
before he relinquishes it for his next main theme, the entry of 
which he deliberately delays. First of all he repeats the motive 
with arpeggio harmonies an octave higher in the violins, trumpet 
and oboe, the soft yet urgent trumpet tone giving it a peculiar 
poignancy; and once more the close is in A flat. Then he shifts 
the plane of No. 1 to the key of C minor, but follows the same de- 
liberate procedure as before — (a) a quiet unaccompanied state- 
ment of the melody in strings and wood wind, followed by (b) a 
slow building up of the harmony of C minor, (c) a repetition of 
the theme an octave higher in violins, oboe and trumpet, which 
involves taking the trumpet up to the extreme height of its 
compass: 


No.2 


and so intensifies the sense of poignancy, (d) a long dwelling on 
the C minor harmony that has now been reached. 

The brass then give out a new motive, that of the Grail, in 
compact soft harmonies: 
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It is repeated immediately an octave higher, pianissimo, in the 
wood wind. There are still innocents abroad who gleefully inform 
the world that they have discovered this theme in Mendelssohn’s 
Reformation Symphony, so that this is one more instance of Wag- 
ner’s shameless “stealing” from other composers. The fact is that 
the theme is the ancient “Dresden Amen”, which Mendelssohn 
had used in 1830, and Wagner used half-a-century later, because 
it had for them and for thousands of their hearers a special appro- 
priateness to the solemn matter in hand. Wagner must have heard 
the “Amen” times without number during his kapellmeistership 
in Dresden. 
So far the markings in general have been piano and pianissimo. 
Now, for the first time, the orchestra rises to a forte as the horns 
—and trumpets give out the resolute motive of Faith, with the trom- 
bones coming in later to clinch the cadential harmonies: 


No.4 


marcato 
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’ The ff dies down again to pp. A soft repetition of the Grail mo- 
tive steals in in the strings, followed by a quiet repeat of the Faith 
theme in a higher register but gradually descending into the 
depths again. Then comes a dramatic high light. No. 4 is given 
out once more fortissimo,’ but this time Wagner guards against 
any possible impression of monotony by a majestic extension and 
rhythmical alteration of the theme: 


No.5 
Molto sostenuto e marcato 


which afterwards reverts to its original steady 6/4 and dies away 
into silence. 

This concludes the first section of the prelude, which so far 
has been mainly devoted to establishing the general atmos- 
phere associated with the Grail and stressing the motive of Faith. 
Now Amfortas and his sufferings become the centre of interest. 
No. 1 is taken up again and developed, with particular insistence 
on the agonised No. 1 B and a poignant harmonisation at one 
point of the motive of the Spear (No. 1 C): 


PO CER 5:5 


This is repeated three times at successively higher pitches; then 
it merges into a figure which is much used later in the opera in 
connection with the agony of Amfortas: 

1 When he was writing the prelude Wagner told Cosima that “the modula- 


tion into D major” in this section “symbolised for him the spreading of the 
tender revelation throughout the whole world.” 
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Bass: Gi F po a F. Bb 
(See, for instance, No. 26 below). Out of the opening notes of 
this phrase Wagner distils for a moment the last drops of human 
anguish: 


after which the music slowly soars aloft and poises itself for a 
while on a prolonged indecisive harmony as the curtain rises. 


19 


Nietzsche’s ill-bred vituperation of Parsifal in public in Der 
Fall Wagner will probably be familiar to the reader. Less well 
known is a passage in one of his private letters to a musical friend 
in which he confesses to have been shaken to his depths by the 
prelude. He had not been present at the production of the opera 
in Bayreuth in 1882; but he heard the prelude at a concert in 
Monte-Carlo in January 1887, and wrote thus concerning it to a 
musical friend: “Putting aside all irrelevant questions (to what 
end such music can or should serve? ), and speaking from a purely 
aesthetic point of view, has Wagner ever written anything better? 
The supreme psychological perception and precision as regards 
what had to be said, expressed, communicated here, the extreme 
of concision and directness of form, every nuance of feeling con- 
veyed epigrammatically; a clarity of musical description that re- 
minds us of a shield of consummate workmanship; and finally an 
extraordinary sublimity of feeling, something experienced in the 
very depths of music, that does Wagner the highest honour; a 
synthesis of conditions which to many people — even ‘higher’ 
minds — will seem incompatible, of strict coherence, of ‘loftiness’ 
in the most startling sense of the word, of a cognisance and a 
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penetration of vision that cuts through the soul as if with a knife, 

of sympathy with what is seen and shown forth. We get some- 
thing comparable to it in Dante, but nowhere else. Has any 
painter ever depicted so sorrowful a look of love as Wagner has 
done in the final accents of his prelude?” 

And to his sister he wrote a little later: “I cannot think of [the 
prelude] without feeling violently shaken, so elevated was I by it, 
so deeply moved.” Then follows a passage which those would do 
well to ponder who rail at Parsifal, as Nietzsche did in Der Fall 
Wagner, because it is a “Christian” work, Wagner here, according 
to Nietzsche — the Wagner who had been a freethinker — having 
“fallen sobbing at the foot of the Cross”. “It is as if someone were 
speaking to me again after many years”, says the philosopher, 
“about the problems that disturb me — naturally not supplying 
the answer I would give, but the Christian answer, which, after 
all, has been the answer of stronger souls than the last two cen- 
turies of our era have produced. When listening to this music one 
lays Protestantism aside as a misunderstanding — moreover, I will 
not deny it, other really good music, which I have at other times 
heard and loved, seems, as against this, a misunderstanding.” 

The artist in Nietzsche was wiser than the philosopher. The 
beauty and profundity of the Parsifal prelude made him conscious, 
at any rate for the time being, that in a work of art it is only the 
art that matters, not the body of knowledge or system of thought 
with which it happens to be conjoined. The fact that we do not 
believe in ghosts does not make us shut our ears to Hamlet; the 
fact that the gods of the Greeks are not ours does not make us 
abuse the Greek dramatists for falling at the feet of Zeus, as we 
might put it after Nietzsche’s fashion. A work of art like Parsifal 
is to be accepted in virtue of the appeal it makes to the artist in 
us, whether we are Christian or Jew or freethinker. This or that 
theological or philosophical “answer to the problems that disturb 
us” —to hark back to Nietzsche’s words — is valid for one of us 
and invalid for his neighbour, but art has no concern with these 
things; and to fulminate against Parsifal for the Christianity of 
its subject is, even to the freethinker who happens to be also an 
artist, as absurd as it would be to turn our backs on the Divina 
Commedia because we have no belief in the mediaeval theological 
system that was accepted as the final truth by Dante. Art of itself 
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has nothing to do with “truths” of the material world that are true 
for one man, one sect, but false for another. Nietzsche’s classical 
studies should have taught him that more than one ancient critic 
had pointed out that the “truth” of art and the “truth” of life are 
entirely different things. Poetic truth, said Aristotle, “should not 
be confused wih truth historical, logical or moral”; and Philo- 
demus of Gadara, writing in Rome in the first century B.c., laid 
it down that in poetry anything and everything can be “true”, “in- 
cluding themes fabulous and even false, monsters or legendary 
spirits, provided they are artistically represented, in concrete and 
vivid fashion.” 


20 


The long-drawn-out chord of the seventh that marked the end 
of the prelude is still poised, unresolved, in the upper air when 
the curtain rises, showing a forest, solemn and shady but not 
gloomy, in the domain of the Grail. On the left a road ascends to 
the castle: at the back, at a lower level, is a lake. In a glade in 
the foreground Gurnemanz, an elderly but vigorous man, and two 
young squires are sleeping under a tree. Day is breaking, and 
from the left, behind the scenes, comes, as if from the castle, the 
morning reveille of the trombones (the opening notes of No. 1). 
At Gurnemanz’s call the squires leap to their feet; then the three 
sink to their knees and, to the soft accompaniment (muted 
strings ) of No. 4 and No. 8, silently offer up the morning prayer. 

This done, the old man bids the others look to the bath, for it is 
the hour when the sick King is wont to bathe in the lake, and his 
litter is even now approaching. A motive symbolising the sickness 
and weariness of Amfortas is first heard in the strings at this point: 


It will appear later in a variety of forms. 

Two knights from the castle enter. How fares the King today? 
Gurnemanz eagerly asks them. Has the wild herb that Gawain * 
1 This Gawain must not be associated with the famous Gawain who, in some 


of the legends, shares the quest of the Grail with Parsifal. In the opera 
“Gawain” is merely the name of one of the knights of the brotherhood of 
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lately found brought him any relief? No, they reply; the old irre- 
mediable pain racks him more grievously than ever. The faithful, 
anxious Gurnemanz sinks his head sadly: fools are they all, he 
says, for ordinary human solace seeking, when one thing only, one 
man only, can bring the King relief: and in the orchestra we hear 
a first suggestion of the enigmatic motive of the Pure Fool — the 
core of the mystery of redemption through simple pity. For 
greater convenience of reference it is quoted here in the fuller 
form it assumes later in the act: 


No.10 
Durch Mit - leid wissend, der rei - ne Tor, 
Made wise through pi - ty, the blame-less Sool 


har - re sein) den ich er - kor. 
watt Jor him, my own ts he. 


“Who then is the one? Name him for us!” says the second knight; 
but Gurnemanz, who alone among them knows the secret of how 
the King had received his wound, fends him off with an evasive 
“See ye to the bath!” 

No sooner has he said this than the orchestra breaks into a suc- 
cession of hurrying figures, announcing the approach of “the wild 
woman”, as the squires call her, sweeping across the moss on her 
“devil’s mare”. The motive of her frenzied ride runs thus: 


No.1 
Allegro v 


Monsalvat; he is not included among the dramatis personae, nor is he even 
mentioned by name after the present scene. 
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Notice the stabbing accentuation of some of the notes, with its 
suggestion of breathless panting — a vital feature of the theme 
that is rarely brought out properly in performance. 

The excited comment of the squires as they watch the ap- 
proaching figure is cut short by a tearing dissonance in the or- 
chestra as Kundry makes her entrance on the stage: 


—— 
_— ————— 2 2 Ue ee 
anne 1a 


“She rushes in hurriedly, almost reeling”, say the stage directions. 
“Her garment is wild and looped up high; she wears a girdle of 
snakeskins the long ends of which hang down: her hair is black 
and falls in loose locks: her complexion is a deep reddish-brown: 
her eyes are black and piercing, sometimes flashing wildly, but 
more often fixed in a stare like that of the dead.” Wagner re- 
garded Kundry as the greatest of his female creations; she is cer- 
tainly the most original and the most enigmatic, and the part is 
the most difficult of all the Wagnerian characters to play. 

She stumbles forward to Gurnemanz and thrusts a small crystal 
vial into his hand, muttering “Here! Take thou! It is a balsam 
brought from further hence than thy thought can fly. Should this 
fail, Arabia holds no other simple for his relief. Ask no further! I 
am weary!” and she throws herself exhausted on the ground. 


21 


Gurnemanz turns his attention from her as a train of knights 
and squires comes upon the stage — to the accompaniment of the 
weary, dragging No. 9—bearing the litter in which the King 
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reclines, Gurnemanz’s heart goes out to him in a surge of love and 
pity. “Alas!” he cries, 


What grief beyond enduring! 

The proudest flower of manhood faded, 
the master of the conquering race 

to his own sickness bound a slave! 


The “conquering race” is of course the Grail brotherhood of 
knights, leagued to do battle against the heathen; and as Gur- 
nemanz speaks the words the orchestra gives out a theme which 
will be recognised as a variant of that of Faith (No. 4): 


No.13 


oS menial sh > 

At A, it will be observed, to the words “to his own sickness bound 
a slave”, the music melts into the melancholy motive of Amfortas’s 
Suffering that is embedded in the opening theme of the prelude 
(No. 1 B). oA 

The King, a little refreshed by the anticipation of his bath in 
the lake, would rest awhile. His night of pain, he says to the ac- 
companiment of No. 9, is over: “earth’s light is sweet again”: and 
the orchestra, with the pastoral oboe as soloist, paints a gracious 
little vignette of the beauty and solace of uncorrupted nature: 


——— ioe S molto tranguillo 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


The phrase will appear again, in essentials, in the ecstatic meadow 
music of the Good Friday scene in the third act. (See No. 51). 

Amfortas calls wearily for Gawain, but is informed that the 
knight, his search for a healing herb having failed, has set out in 
quest of another. “Unbidden!” says Amfortas: “the Grail will 
make him atone for having thus flouted its command” — that is 
to say, for having looked for the King’s healing to any other than 
the mysterious one chosen by itself: woe to Gawain if he should 
happen to fall into Klingsor’s toils! As for himself, says Amfortas, 
he can but wait for the promised one, the blameless fool: would 
that as Death he could greet him! Gurnemanz implores him to 
essay the balsam brought by “the woman wild” from Araby. The 
King turns with a gentle word of thanks to the rough repulsive 
figure crouching on the ground; but Kundry, to a flash of the fe- 
verish No. 12 in the orchestra, disclaims the thanks and bids him 
pass on to the bath. Amfortas gives the signal: the squires raise 
the litter, and, to the quiet strains of No. 9 and No. 14, the proces- 
sion moves slowly into the deep background, followed by the 
grieving eyes of the faithful old Gurnemanz. 


22 


When the King has disappeared the squires * turn savagely on 
the prostrate Kundry, “lying there like a wounded beast”. “Are 
not even the wild beasts holy in the Grail’s domain?” she asks. 
Doubtless, they reply; but does that tolerance apply to her? Will 
not “the witch’s magic balm” bring bane to the King? Gurnemanz 
gently intervenes. What harm has she ever done to them? he asks: 
is it not she who carries messages to the knights in distant lands 
fighting against the heathen? 


She needs you not — afar she bides: 
nought common has she with you; 
yet need ye her help when danger threats, 
afire with zeal she flies through the air, 
and never word of thanks will ask. 
Meseemeth, is this harmful, 
for nought but your weal it worketh. 


1 Some of the squires of the King’s retinue have remained behind after the 
departure of the litter. 
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She hates us though”, the squires insist: “her wild eyes flash 
rancour on us: she is a heathen, a sorceress.” “Yea, under a curse 
she haply lies”, Gurnemanz answers quietly: 


Here lives she now — 

perchance her soul 
for sins of old is penance paying, 
for which in vain she sought forgiveness. 
Seeketh she now to make atonement 
among our brotherhood by lowly service 
good doth she do, as ye all know; 
serving us — herself she aids. 


When Gurnemanz speaks of her perchance paying penance for 
some sin of old the orchestra, with a soft suggestion of No. 1 A in 
the bass clarinet, followed by No. 12, gives us a hint that that sin 
was connected with the brotherhood of the Grail. 

“It is some unforgiven guilt of hers, then”, ask the squires, “that 
brings on us this bitter dole?” Step by step Gurnemanz tells them 
what he knows of the mystery surrounding her. He himself has 
known her long, but Titurel, the father of Amfortas, longer: for 
he had found her, one day when the castle was building, asleep 
in a thicket, frozen, lifeless; and the orchestra, projecting in dark 
wood wind colours the motive of Klingsor’s magic: 


tells us what even Gurnemanz himself does not know — that Kun- 
dry is bound to the service of the sorcerer Klingsor. It had been 
benumbed in a thicket that Gurnemanz himself had found her, he 
tells the squires, on the day when ill-hap fell on the brotherhood 
through “that evil one beyond the mountains”. “Where wert thou, 
wild one”, he turns and asks her, “the day when our King lost the 
Spear? Why was then thy help withheld?” “T ne’er give help”, she 
mutters; but once more the orchestra, by a reiteration of No. 15, 
tells us something which the old man himself has never fathomed. 

If she be so faithful to them all, and so strong and bold, says a 
third squire, then let her be sent to find the lost Spear. Alas, Gur- 


679 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


nemanz replies, that is another matter; the way to the Spear no 
one knows. And he breaks into a poignant lament as he recalls 
that drear day when he saw the sacred weapon held aloft in the 
unhallowed hand of Klingsor. With the Spear to strengthen Am- 
fortas, how had it come about that he could not lay the evil ma- 
gician low? Gurnemanz knows only that hard by the castle walls 
the King had been enticed away by a woman of terrible enchant- 
ment: the old man had found him lying in her arms, the Spear 
fallen from his hand. Amfortas had given a cry like that of death: 
Gurnemanz had rushed to him, but only to see Klingsor mocking 
him with obscene laughter and brandishing the holy Spear in tri- 
umph. The old knight had brought Amfortas back to safety; but 
in his side was burning a wound so grievous that it will never 
close again. The orchestral texture throughout this episode is a 
complex of motives, including that of Klingsor’s magic and those 
pertaining to the Spear and the anguish of Amfortas. All through 
Parsifal, indeed, Wagner’s art of the psychological interweaving 
of motives is at its finest. 

The squires who had accompanied the King to the lake now 
return.’ The bath and the balsam brought by Kundry had soothed 
his pain, they say; and we hear in the orchestra the heart-easing 
No. 14, which, however, merges instantly, by one of those subtle 
transitions of which Wagner is a master, into the music associated 
with the King’s sufferings as Gurnemanz reiterates mournfully, 
“This wound it is that ne’er will close again”. 


23 


Wagner's favourite technique of dramatic explanation is a 
sound one, the product of the musician as well as of the dramatist 
in him. He himself had pointed out long ago, in connection with 
Tristan, how infinitely richer the musical dramatist’s resources are 
than those of the ordinary playwright or novelist. The latter has 
to begin with a statement of facts and incidents, material data 
1 These are the two original squires. For some reason or other Wagner had 
made them leave the stage with the King’s litter, while some of those who 
had accompanied its entry remain, and, according to the stage instructions, 
“pass to and fro”. With the return of the original two there are four in all 
during the present scene. Wagner’s procedure was dictated by the necessity 


of having that number for the four-part harmony of the Pure Fool motive 
later. 
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which he gradually builds up into a complex from which the psy- 


chological or emotional essence of the action emerges in due 
course. The musician has no need to approach the heart of his 
subject from a remote distance in this slow way: he can pierce at 
once to the core of feeling, leaving the material details to be made 
manifest later. In the case of Tristan, for example, as Wagner 
says, the artist in prose or verse would have to begin by telling us 
at great length who and what Tristan and Isolde were, where 
they lived, what adventures they went through, and how these 
adventures led them gradually to their dolorous end. But the mu- 
sician can strike at once, as Wagner does in the first bars of the 
prelude, into the emotional heart of the story, leaving the factual 
details to emerge of themselves later. 

This is how he proceeds in Parsifal. He does not begin, as Wol- 
fram von Eschenbach and the others had had to do, with the an- 
cestry and birth and boyhood of Parsifal, showing how he came to 
be what he was in himself, how, adventure by adventure, he was 
drawn into the orbit of the Grail, and so on. Wagner first of all 
condenses the main emotional motives of the drama into his prel- 
ude. In this he does not attempt to tell the full story in the cus- 
tomary overture or symphonic poem form; as the reader will have 
observed, the prelude contains no reference at all to Parsifal or 
Klingsor or Kundry. It is sufficient for Wagner’s purpose to show 
us the mystical beauty and solemnity and holiness of the domain 
of the Grail, the sombre fleck made on all this by the fault and the 
anguish of Amfortas, and to hint at the end at a possible lifting of 
the clouds. Then, when the stage action opens, he begins not with 
a point-by-point exposition of the fundamental incidents of the 
story — the history of the Grail, the personality of Klingsor, the 
connection between him and Kundry, the seduction of Amfortas, 
the rape of the Spear, and so forth — but with the present spiritual 
consequences of all this. After that, having attuned us by his mu- 
sic to the inner import of all these happenings, he addresses him- 
self to placing us in possession of the facts antedating the emo- 
tions — very much as, in the first scene of Tristan, he had first of 
all shown us the scorn and anger of Isolde and the sombre re- 
serve of Tristan, and then, by means of Isolde’s “Narration” to 
Brangaene, unravelled for us the precedent facts that had led up 
to the strained phase of the action at which the opera had begun. 
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24 


The device he now adopts, in Parsifal, to acquaint the audience 
with everything that had led up to the emotional tension of the 
opening scene is again a “Narration”. It is not a hoary operatic 
device dragged in willy-nilly, as in Il Trovatore, to tell the audi- 
ence what it needs to know under the pretext of one character 
telling another on the stage. It is psychologically justified. The 
squires are young, new to the castle, to the nature of the Grail and 
the Spear, ignorant of how these came of old to Monsalvat, ignor- 
ant of the nature of the magician on the other side of the moun- 
tains, of why he desired to win possession of the Spear, how he 
came to do so, and the dire consequences of the loss of it to the 
King and the brotherhood. Only when this has been made clear 
to all is the action ripe for the entry of the hero who is pre- 
destined to change the course of events. 

How came Gurnemanz to know of Klingsor? the squires ask the 
old man. They group themselves at his feet under the great tree, 
and he tells them the whole story. Klingsor had been well known 
to the pious hero Titurel, who long ago had defended the realm of 
faith when it was assailed by its enemies. Then had come to him 
a wonder. One night the Saviour’s messengers descended from 
heaven, bearing with them the sacred cup from which He had 
drunk at the Last Supper and into which His blood had flowed on 
the Cross, and the soldier’s spear that had pierced His side. The or- 
chestral tissue now becomes a continual linking and interweaving 
of motives, with some of which we are already familiar. At the men- 
tion of the bringing of the Cup and the Lance by the angelic mes- 
sengers to Titurel we hear what at first sight appears to be a new 
motive: 


but is seen, on examination, to be, as No. 13 is, yet another meta- 
morphosis of No. 4 (the Faith motive). It becomes of great im- 
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“ portance in the closing moments of the opera. At Gurnemanz’s 
words: 


Wherein His blood upon the Cross did flow, 
therewith the soldier’s spear, that dealt the blow, 


we hear the agonised No. 8 in a new form: 


Obviously, therefore, No. 8 is to be taken as pertaining less spe- 
cifically to Amfortas than to the agony of the Redeemer on the 
Cross, which becomes the torture of Amfortas himself after he has 
been wounded by the self-same Spear. 

To house the sacred relics, Gurnemanz continues, Titurel had 
built a fane wherein he gathered a company of the pure in heart, 
whose mission it should be to purify the world through the won- 
der-working power of the Grail. Hence Klingsor, whose sinister 
motive is now heard in clarinets and bassoons: 


_ = A 


6 


lower strings: 


was excluded from the brotherhood. “Alone dwelt Klingsor in yon 
distant valley, where all the land is rank with heathendom. Never 
knew I what sin he had there committed; yet now atone would 
he — ay, holy make him. No strength had he to slay the raging 
lusts within him; desperate, he turned against himself his hand. 
And then the Grail he fain would grasp, but scornfully its guard- 
ian drove him forth.” But Klingsor’s vain mutilation of himself 
had brought him knowledge of a dark magic (No. 15 in the or- 
chestra, followed by No. 12, indicating Kundry as the instrument 
of his evil designs). He had turned the desert into “magic gar- 
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dens, with women rich in all beguilements”; whereupon we hear a 
foreshadowing: 


No.1 ‘ 
: Con moto, grazioso ———. 


of the motive of the Flower Maidens, which is quoted here in the 
more definite form it assumes in the second act. “There doth he 
lurk to lure the Grail’s pure warders to shameful joys and soul’s 
defilement. Whom once he snares” — and No. 12 again hints at 
Kundry as the instrument of Klingsor’s magic — “no more is saved: 
full many hath he now enslaved.” 

When Titurel, old and weary, gave his guardianship of the 
Grail into the hands of his son, Amfortas turned with holy zeal to 
rid the earth of this plague. The rest, says Gurnemanz, his hearers 
already know: the Spear fell into the hands of Klingsor, who thus 
has won power over the brethren, and hopes ere long to possess 
himself of the Grail itself. All the while that Gurnemanz has been 
speaking Kundry has been silent; but she frequently turns to- 
wards him, as the stage directions have it, “in angry and passion- 
ate disquiet”. 

One thing, the old man continues, must before all be done — 
the Spear must be won back again. The maimed Amfortas had 
prostrated himself in prayer before the deserted sanctuary, im- 
ploring a sign from heaven. Thereupon the Grail had flooded him 
with its radiance, and a voice had given him a mystic token: 
“Made wise through pity, the Blameless Fool — wait for him, my 
chosen one”; and the squires repeat the words softly and wist- 
fully in four-part harmony. (No. 10). 


25 
There is a long contemplative pause after the mysterious words, 
and then a wild outburst in the orchestra, and cries of “Woe!” 
from knights and squires behind the scenes, from the direction of 
the lake. First of all we hear (No. 20 A) the opening notes of the 
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* bold motive henceforth employed to characterise Parsifal: for 
convenience of further reference it is quoted here: 


No.20 


Allegro 
PP ar 4 


aS, 
Bass: Bb Eb DcCBb c EDD BbG Ek 


ee 
F Bb— Eb 
in the full form it assumes a little later. It is instantly succeeded 
by an agitated passage: 
No. 


21 
Allegro 
a aN 


which outlines a motive that will shortly define itself as that of the 
swan: 


—_ 

"a: ELS ES SS 6 ee Ss SS 
2) a Ge 062 Be Se WUE Gs 2 Be eee 
C.. 3 lie “eS 1. ee et Cee BS eo ee 
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sa) 


which Wagner takes over from his Lohengrin. A wounded wild 
swan flies brokenly across the scene, to the accompaniment of 
cries of horror from them all: it sinks heavily to the ground, and 
one of the knights draws an arrow from its breast. The King, says 
another, had hailed the bird, flying round the lake, as a happy 
omen; but a wanton shaft had sped through the air and pierced 
it. Parsifal, a rough boyish figure, is dragged in, carrying his bow 
and arrows, and he admits it was he who had brought down the 
swan. The knights and squires clamour for his punishment. Gur- 
nemanz addresses him in sad reproach: he would do murder, 
then, here in the holy woodland where all is peace, where the 
dumb creatures are tame and trustful and regard man as their 
friend? The swan had been circling over the lake looking for his 
mate, meaning to consecrate the bath for the King; and this bru- 
tal boy had no thought but to slay him. 
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The first dawning of something which afterwards, though 
slowly, he comes to know as pity rises in Parsifal’s heart; he pas- 
sionately breaks his bow, hurls his arrows away, and passes his 
hand over his eyes. Does he feel the burden of his guilt? Gurne- 
manz asks him. What mad impulse had driven him to this deed? 
“I knew not it was wrong”, says the boy humbly. “Whence art 
thou come?” “That know I not.” “Who is thy father?” “That 
know I not.” “Who sent thee here?” “That know I not.”. “What is 
thy name?” “Once I had many, but none of them can I now re- 
call’; and the orchestra breathes softly the tender motive that 
will later characterise his sorrowing mother Herzeleide (Heart- 
in-sorrow ): 

No.23 dolce 


“So dull a one ne’er have I found”, says Gurnemanz despairingly, 
“save Kundry here.” We are brought face to face, indeed, but in 
an intensified emotional form, with the all-unknowing boy of the 
early stages of Wolfram’s poem. 

But a faint light seems to be breaking upon Gurnemanz. He 
bids the squires leave him and tend the King, and they go off, 
bearing with them reverently the dead swan on a bier they have 
made out of fresh branches from the glade. Only the old man, 
Parsifal and Kundry remain behind. Gurnemanz turns to the boy 
again. Something, surely, he must know, he says. “I know of my 
mother’, Parsifal replies: “Herzeleide is her name; my home was 
in trackless meadows. My bow I made myself, to scare the savage 
eagles from the forest.” “Yet thou seem’st of noble birth”, says 
Gurnemanz; “why taught thee not thy mother the use of worthier 
weapons?” To this the unschooled boy cannot reply; but Kundry, 
hoarsely breaking her long silence, answers for him. His father 
Gamuret, she says, was slain in battle; and lest the same fate 
should come upon him also his mother had brought him up in se- 
clusion, strange to arms, a simple fool—and no less fool shel 
Parsifal’s memories of his childhood revive, and he breaks into 
eager speech. He remembers now that once, on the fringe of the 
wood, men in glittering raiment had swept by him, mounted on 
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splendid animals: fain would he have been like them, but they 
passed on their way with laughter. This story of his is accom- 
panied in the orchestra by a new version of No. 11: evidently for 
Wagner the motive did not relate specifically to Kundry’s ride but, 
as it were, to riding in general. 

The boy had run after the knights but soon lost sight of them. 
He had wandered long and far, over hill and dale, night following 
day; and against robbers and giants and wild beasts he had had 
no defence but his bow. “Ay!” interjects Kundry, “all feared the 
valorous boy!” “Who fears me?” asks the astonished Parsifal. “The 
wicked”, she replies. “Were those who threatened me wicked? 
Who then is good?” he asks. Gurnemanz laughs for a moment at 
his simplicity; then, becoming serious again, he answers the latter 
part of Parsifal’s question: “Thy mother, from whom thou fled- 
dest, and who for thee now doth pine and grieve.” “She grieves 
no more”, says Kundry. “She is dead: as I rode by I saw her dying, 
and to thee, fool, she sent a greeting.” “It is false!” cries Parsifal, 
and he springs at Kundry in a passion and seizes her by the 
throat. Gurnemanz restrains him, and once more reproaches him 
for his violence. The boy stands for a while as if turned to stone: 
then a paroxysm of trembling seizes him, and he seems about to 
faint; whereupon Kundry hastens to a spring in the wood, brings 
water in a horn, sprinkles him with it, and gives it him to drink. 

Gurnemanz praises her kindness: this is the Grail’s own grace, 
he says, that turns evil aside from one who meets it with good. 
“Good I do never”, she mutters, to a motive that has already been 
used to symbolise her service: 


No.24 
Andante 


which is followed by that of Klingsor’s magic (No. 15); and when 
Gurnemanz turns kindly to Parsifal again she drags herself, un- 
noticed by them both, towards a thicket. Oh that she might slum- 
ber and never waken! she groans; and yet she hardly dares to 
sleep, for horrors and terrors hag-ride her. At last she is over- 
come by weariness; she lets her arms sink to her side, bows her 
head, staggers convulsively behind the thicket, and is lost to view. 
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26 


Just then the train of knights and squires becomes visible in 
the background, bearing the King in his litter back from the lake 
to the castle. Something in what Parsifal has said, and, even more, 
something in his unconscious bearing has struck deep into Gur- 
nemanz and raised a faint hope there: he resolves to take the boy 
to the holy meal that is to be partaken of in the castle; “for art 
thou pure”, he tells him, “the Grail will give thee food and drink.” 
“Who is the Grail?” the ignorant boy asks in wonder. Gurnemanz 
evades the question: 


I may not say; but art thou to its service bidden, 
not long the knowledge shall be hidden. 

And lo! methinks I know thee now indeed: 

no way doth to its kingdom lead; 

no human foot the pathway treadeth 

save him whom itself it leadeth. 


“I hardly stir”, says the astonished Parsifal, “and yet I move 
apace.” This Gurnemanz explains to him: “Thou seest, my son, 
here time is one with space.” 

In this world of mystery and magic, indeed, there is no dividing 
line between the physical and the metaphysical. For some min- 
utes Gurnemanz and Parsifal remain stationary at the front of the 
stage, while a curtain that has descended, which depicts various 
aspects of rock and woodland, moves slowly from left to right, 
thus creating, in the mind of the imaginative spectator, the illu- 
sion that the two figures are moving from right to left.’ “The wood 
disappears”, run Wagner's stage directions; “a gate opens in the 
rock, through which the pair pass and are lost to sight; later they 
become visible once more, apparently ascending a path.” Accom- 


1 T have pointed out elsewhere that Ludwig Borne, in a letter of 1881 from 
Paris, described at some length a dramatic-panoramic history of Napoleon I 
which he had just seen at the Odéon Theatre: in the episode of the escape 
from Elba, while the man-o’-war carrying the Emperor remained stationary, 
the coastal scenery kept changing, “so that”, as Borne put it, “the spectator 
gets the impression that the ship itself is in motion.” It is possible that this de- 
vice was popular in Paris in the 1830’s, and that Wagner may have seen it 
in operation during his residence there between 1839 and 1842. 
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‘ panying the change is the magnificent Transformation Music. 
First of all we hear the solemn motive, which has been already 
anticipated a few times, of the bells pealing out from the castle: 


This is interwoven with the Grail motive and the Faith motive 
(Nos. 3 and 4), and with the agonised motive of Amfortas’s re- 
pentance (No. 6) in the heightened form it generally assumes 
from now onwards; it is quoted here in the last and most tre- 
mendous of its three enunciations during the Transformation 
Music: 


é 
a’ hot eae ae ey =e 
/Suan) a, ams am se he et me H 


where it is given out fortissimo by the full orchestra. 

As the theme rises to its climax and dies away again there 
pierces through the tissue a commanding statement of the Love 
Feast motive (the opening bars of No. 1), volleyed from the still 
invisible castle by six trombones behind the scenes: 


and then a second time, with the addition of six trumpets; at the 
same time the solemn chime of the bells comes nearer (No. 25). 
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This tonal picture of the journey from the glade to the castle is 
one of unrivalled splendour. 


27 


The curtain having risen again, we see that Gurnemanz and 
Parsifal have by now come to a vast hall, which is surmounted by 
a great vaulted cupola through which alone the light enters. 
From the heights we hear the tolling of the bells, becoming ever 
louder and louder. “Now,” says Gurnemanz to Parsifal, “give good 
heed, and let me see, if thou art a fool and pure, what wisdom 
may come to thee.” From this point until the end of the act the 
boy stands immobile at the side-front of the stage, with his back 
to the audience, lost in wonder at the marvellous pageant that 
unfolds itself before his eyes. 

What he sees first is the great pillared hall, with two doors 
opening into it from the back. To the pealing of the bells the 
knights of the Grail enter through the door on the right and pro- 
ceed in grave procession to their places at two long covered 
tables, which run in parallel lines from back to front of the stage, 
leaving the middle of the hall open: on the tables are nothing but 
cups. Two groups of squires pass quickly across the stage to the 
back of the scene while the still moving knights sing in unison an 
invocation to the eucharistic meal of which they are about to par- 
take; and as they seat themselves at the tables a choir — invisible 
in the mid-height of the dome — of boys’ voices gives out the an- 
guished No. 26 to the words: 


A world sunk in sinning 
His pangs redeeméd, 
its innocence restoring; 
now to Him, our Saviour, 
my soul in gladness its offering 
of blood is pouring: 
upon the Cross He gave His breath, — 
now lives He in us by His death; 


followed by a call to drink the wine and eat the bread. During 
this chorus Amfortas has been carried in on a litter by the knights; 
before them go four squires bearing a shrine enveloped in a 
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purple-red cover. The King is taken to the centre background and 
placed on a raised couch beneath a canopy; in front of the couch 
stands an oblong marble table, on which the squires deposit the 
shrine. 
When all are seated, and the singing has ceased, there comes 
a long, impressive silence: then, from a vaulted niche in the ex- 
treme background, behind Amfortas’s couch, we hear the blanched 
voice of the aged Titurel, coming as if from a tomb. Shall he look 
upon the Grail again and be quickened, he asks, or must he die? 
To the strains of No. 26 Amfortas begs his father to take over his 
office again from his own unworthy hands: “live thou, and let me 
perish”. “Too old and feeble am I”, Titurel replies, “to serve the 
Redeemer: do thou serve, and in serving atone for thy guilt. Un- 
cover the Grail!” But before the squires can do so Amfortas rises 
on his couch, and in a long monologue pours out all the pain and 
bitterness of his unworthy soul — “Grievous the birthright to me 
descended; I, the only sinner among the brethren, to minister the 
holy relic and pray its blessing on these pure ones!” 


No. 28 
Allegro 
EN 


Wehe-mvol sles) Er l=) besdemmicie  evere= fals- olen, 
Griev - ous the birth = right to me des - cend -ed, 


He bids them leave the Grail still uncovered. Once again he re- 
lives in imagination his fall from grace; he feels his own blood 
stir in rapture and pain in mystic communion with the blood in 
the Cup; once more he feels the torture of his wound, with its 
likeness to that of the Saviour on the Cross, for the same Spear 
had pierced them both; and it was he, the Grail’s appointed, who 
had brought this disaster on himself and the brotherhood. With 
an impassioned cry for mercy and forgiveness and for purification 
by death he sinks back on his couch, as if unconscious. The or- 
chestral texture throughout his monologue consists of the finest 
interweaving of many of the motives familiar to us by now; some- 
times they are subtly modified, as when the serene Grail motive 
(No. 8) undergoes a harmonic and (in the accompaniment) a 
rhythmic change: 
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As the King falls back exhausted the boys’ voices from the mid- 
height intone softly the mysterious motive of the Pure Fool (No. 
10), which is followed by that of the Grail as Amfortas raises 
himself slowly and with difficulty from his couch. The squires 
unveil the golden shrine and take from it the Grail, which the 
stage directions describe as “an antique crystal cup”; this they un- 
cover, and then place it in front of Amfortas. He bows devoutly 
before it in silent prayer as the altos and tenors, from the height 
of the cupola, sing quietly, to the melody of No. 1, the words with 
which Wagner began his analysis of the prelude for King Ludwig: 


Take my body and eat, 
take and drink my blood; 


this be our love’s remembrance; 


to which the boys’ voices add: 


Take and drink my blood, 
take my body and eat, 
the while of me ye think. 


As in the prelude, between the two enunciations of the theme, 
and again after the second of them, the trumpet, in soft, solemn 
tones, throws out the motive in high relief against a background 
of shimmering arpeggios. 


28 


During all this the hall has grown completely dark; but as the 
melody rises to its greatest height (as in No. 2) a dazzling shaft 
of light falls from above upon the Cup, making it glow with an 
ever-deepening purple that casts a gentle radiance on the scene. 
Amfortas, his face transfigured, raises the Grail aloft and waves it 
gently from side to side in consecration of the bread and wine: 
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the knights, who have sunk upon their knees as twilight de- 

scended upon the hall, raise their eyes in devotion to the Chalice. 

Titurel breaks into a cry of rapture. Amfortas sets the Grail down 
again, and the squires replace it in the shrine, which they cover 

with the cloth once more. As the purple glow fades, dark- 
ae gives way to twilight in the hall, and this in turn to full day- 
ight. 

Now comes the serving of the eucharist. The four squires who 
have borne the Grail, having closed the shrine, take from the 
altar table the two wine flagons and the baskets of bread that 
Amfortas has consecrated. The knights, including Gurnemanz, 
seat themselves at the tables; the old man, however, has kept a 
place empty next to his. He signs to Parsifal to come forward and 
take part in the meal; but the uncomprehending boy remains mo- 
tionless, lost in amazement. The serving of the communion is ac- 
companied by some higher boys’ voices from above: 


Wein. und— _ Brot des letz-ten Mah - ies, 
Wine He poured andbread He gave. them, 


and then by lower boys’ voices reinforced by a few high tenors. 
Finally the knights themselves take up the strain in a modified 
form, and the long episode ends with the Grail motive rising 
slowly from the depths to the supreme height of the dome and 
dying away as the knights rise from the tables, pace slowly to- 
wards each other, and embrace. 

Amfortas has taken no part in the meal, of which he feels he is 
unworthy by reason of his sin against the Grail and his loss of the 
Spear. His momentary exaltation has ebbed from him: he bows 
his head in utter weariness, and as he passes his hand to his side 
and the squires tend him solicitously we realise that his wound 
has broken out afresh. They place him in the litter and bear him 
and the shrine out of the hall, followed by the knights in solemn 
procession. During all this the orchestra pours out motive after 
motive associated with the Grail and the brotherhood and the 
anguish of Amfortas. The last of the knights and squires having 
departed, Gurnemanz turns, half in ill-temper, half with a last 
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faint stirring of hope, to Parsifal, whom he has been watching for 
some time. Only once has the spellbound boy made the smallest 
movement since he entered the hall: at the climax of the grievous 
cry of Amfortas when he confessed his sin and cried out for the 
mercy and pity of heaven: 


Have mercy! Have mercy! 
Thou God of pity! Oh, have mercy! 

Take back my birthright, 

so Thou but heal me, 

that holy I die now, 

pure for thy presence! 


the boy had pressed his own hand convulsively to his heart and 
held it there for some time: he is at the beginning of the fulfilment 
of his destiny — through pity he will come to understand the sor- 
row of earth and grow slowly wise. But nothing yet is clear to 
him; all he knows is that the cry of the suffering King, of whose 
story he knows nothing, has unlocked something in his own breast 
that makes him one with suffering creatures everywhere. 

Even when he and Gurnemanz are left alone in the empty hall 
he stands petrified, mute. The disappointed old man goes up to 
him in ill humour and shakes him roughly by the arm. “Why 
standest thou here still?” he asks him. “Know’st thou what thou 
saw st?” Parsifal shakes his head and again clutches convulsively 
at his heart, but cannot speak. Gurnemanz’s patience is now at an 
end, his last hope destroyed. “Thou art but a fool, then”, he says 
irritably: 


Hie thee hence, get thee gone from us! 
Take this from Gurnemanz: 
leave thou our swans for the future alone, 


and seek thyself, gander, a goose! 


He opens a small side door, pushes the boy out roughly, closes the 
door on him angrily, and follows the knights. But the last word is 
not with him. His furious gesture is followed by a suggestion to 
us of something he himself does not know: the orchestra hints 
stumblingly at the fact that this ignorant boy is after all the one 
chosen by the Grail: 
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(See No. 10). A single alto voice, piercing the fateful stillness 
from the height of the dome, clinches the point by murmuring, 
“Made wise through pity, the Blameless Fool”; other voices rise 
on the air with a murmur of “Blessed in Faith” that dies away into 
the distance, the Grail bells give a last soft peal, and the curtain 
falls. 

29 


In the second act we see illumination coming slowly to Parsifal. 
The other characters whom we have so far met disappear from 
our sight, with the exception of Kundry; and though Klingsor 
makes two appearances, it is upon Kundry and Parsifal that the 
main burden of the act rests. For Kundry is, in a sense, the hinge 
of the drama, linked as she is on one side of her complex being 
with the sorcerer, on the other side with the company of the Grail. 
She stands between the two opposing worlds of good and evil, 
with something of each of them in her; and it is through her, 
though without her intending it, that Parsifal will learn the secret 
of the fall of Amfortas and the meaning of the pang that had shot 
through his own heart as he watched the agony of the King. 

Before the curtain rises, a wild orchestral prelude, of the colour 
and the demonic power of which no piano arrangement can give 
any idea, sets before us Klingsor and all he stands for. First of all 
we hear the sinister motive of the magician himself (No. 18); 
then the Grail as the object of Klingsor’s hatred: 
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(The upper part of this quotation shows a harmonic distortion of 
the Grail theme, the lower part the Klingsor motive). This runs 
into contrapuntal combinations of No. 18 and, first of all, the mo- 
tive of Amfortas’s agony, then that of Kundry as the instrument of 
the sorcerer (No. 12). 

At the rising of the curtain we see the inner keep of a tower of 
Klingsor’s castle, with steps at the side that lead down to the edge 
of the battlements. From the projecting wall the stage runs down- 
wards towards the back. The tower is stocked with magical imple- 
ments and necromantic apparatus. Through the darkness that 
envelops the scene we catch sight of Klingsor, seated on the pro- 
jecting wall, gazing into a metal mirror that shows him all that is 
going on in his domain. He is brooding mischief: a hint of the Pure 
Fool motive in the orchestra, followed by that of Kundry (No. 
12) and that of Magic (No. 15), gives point to his opening words: 


The time is come. 

My magic tower the Fool now lureth; 
with childish shouting lol he draweth nigh. 
In deadly slumber fast the witch lies bound. 

The spell that binds her I will loose. 

Up then! To work! 


He descends a little towards the centre and kindles incense, which 
fills part of the background with a bluish vapour. As No. 15 
writhes its way through the orchestral texture he seats himself 
once more before his magical apparatus and calls with mysterious 
gestures into the depths below: “Arise! To me! Thy master sum- 
mons thee, nameless one, first of witches, Rose of Hell! Herodias 
wert thou, and what besides? Gundryggia there, Kundry here! 
Come hither, Kundry!” 

In the bluish light in the background we see the wild creature’s 
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‘figure gradually defining itself. She seems to be waking slowly out 
of a sleep in obedience to the magic summons: 


The orchestra has sunk to a boding pianissimo: then suddenly 
there comes a startling fortissimo ejaculation of the discordant 
No. 12, and Kundry awakes with a blood-curdling shriek — awakes 
at the bidding of her master to another of the tasks she hates: 
_ then her wail subsides into a low moan of terror. Where has she 
been of late? he asks her: with the brotherhood on the other side 
of the mountain, where she is regarded as no better than a brute 
beast? Why has she fled from her master after she had accom- 
plished his design upon their King? She struggles numbly to find 
speech again and to shake off her torpor and the sense of mad- 
ness that comes with the torturing recall of the past. Yes, she re- 
plies, she has been occupied in service among the knights. He 
scoffs at her repentance: as for the Grail brotherhood, to them 
she need not look to win freedom, for he can seduce them all to 
him, as he had done Amfortas, by bidding the fitting price — they 
will succumb to Kundry, and in their weakness he will deal them 
a wound with the Spear he has ravished from their King. 

But today, he says, there is one in the field against him whom 
he feels to be the most dangerous of all, “strong as fools alone are 
strong”. She struggles impotently against the compulsion of his 
will. He reminds her that he, Klingsor, alone is proof against her 
female wiles: she breaks into mocking laughter over his enforced 
chastity, and he broods darkly and savagely upon it, for his self- 
mutilation has after all been unavailing — still the old fierce lusts 
rage within him, and he can neither gratify them nor quell them. 
Because of his failure he is consumed with hatred for the knights 
of the Grail; and he gloats over the destruction he had brought on 
their King, who of old had spurned him and driven him forth 
from the holy company. Soon, he is sure, the Grail itself will be 


697 


THE WAGNER OPERAS 


his. But Kundry bemoans her servitude to him, and most of all her 
victory over the weak Amfortas. Could she but sleep for ever, she 
wails, and work no more evil! and we hear in the quiet strings the 
subtlest and saddest chromatic musing upon the theme of Am- 
fortas’s anguish: 


She protests passionately when Klingsor tells her of the new 
task he has for her, the seduction of the fair stripling who is draw- 
ing near; and she breaks into hysterical laughter, followed by a 
convulsive cry of woe, as the magician describes what he can see 
from his tower. He sounds his horn, and to the accompaniment of 
feverishly hurrying figures of the type of No. 11 he tells — not 
without a certain unholy glee, for he hates his own servitors as 
malignantly as he does the Grail brotherhood — of the havoc that 
is being wrought among them by this new assailant of theirs. The 
identity of the newcomer is established for us by some subtle 
transformations of the Pure Fool motive in the orchestra; and the 
theme of Parsifal himself (No. 20) comes out powerfully. 


30 


Klingsor makes it clear to us that the intruder is a mere boy, 
now surveying with a childlike wonder the garden the defenders 
of which he is routing. The magician has other ways of dealing 
with him, however, than by the sword. He knows that the strip- 
ling’s strength is in his primal purity: if that should go, all will 
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‘go, and accordingly he sends Kundry to work upon him in his and 
her accustomed fashion. Gradually the bluish light that had 
spread over the background is extinguished, and Kundry has van- 
ished in the darkness. The tower disappears, and Klingsor with 
it; and instantly the magic garden comes into sight, occupying the 
whole stage. “Tropical vegetation, luxuriant flowers”, say the stage 
directions. “At the back the scene is closed by the battlements of 
the ramparts, which are flanked by projecting portions of the cas- 
tle (in a rich Arabian style) with terraces.” Wagner thus follows 
the legends that place the Grail setting in Arabic Spain, with Mon- 
salvat on one side of a mountain and the domain of Klingsor on 
the other. 

On the ramparts stands Parsifal, gazing down in amazement at 
the garden beneath him. Beautiful maidens run in from all sides, 
clad in light soft-coloured veils that have been hastily gathered 
about them, as if they had been startled out of sleep. They have 
heard cries and the clash of arms, and have rushed in to see what 
was afoot. They are divided and subdivided musically into two 
groups, each with three leaders and a semi-chorus, a disposition 
which makes it possible for them to dialogue excitedly as they en- 
ter." They have seen their lovers struck down by the comely boy 
who new stands on the ramparts, in his hand a sword, red with 
blood, which he had wrested from one of Klingsor’s knights, Fer- 
ris. To the Maidens’ question of why he had smitten their lovers 
the boy gives the naive answer, “Need I had to smite them, for my 
passage to you they would fain have barred.” 

As he comes nearer they lose their first fear of him and entreat 
him to join them in their games. Some of them slip away behind 
the hedges and return entirely decked in flowers; and their exam- 
ple is soon followed by the rest. In childlike glee they group them- 
selves round him and sing their subtly seductive melody (No. 19), 
accompanying it with caresses and promises of the delights of an 
earthly Paradise if he will be theirs. They even bicker among 


1 The Flower Maidens’ choruses can never have been sung in any opera 
house as magnificently as they were at the first production of the work in 
Bayreuth in 1882, when, as Wagner wrote to King Ludwig, he had for the 
leading sopranos of his chorus distinguished artists who had sung parts like 
Elsa, Isolde, Eva, Brynhilde, Sieglinde and so on in the leading German 
theatres. 
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themselves for the possession of the charming boy. But he is too 
ignorant to understand: half-angrily he repulses them and is about 
to flee, when — one of the most arresting dramatic moments of the 
opera — the voice of Kundry strikes through the turmoil with his 
name: 


No. 35 


. o" 61 =. fall 


He pauses in perplexity: “Parsifal’? he says; “so named me in a 
dream once my mother.” At the sound of Kundry’s voice the Maid- 
ens have recoiled in terror, and at her bidding they disappear one 
by one from the scene, with a parting jibe at the unsophisticated 
boy — “Farewell, thou proud one, thou Fool!” 


31 


Parsifal stands as if in a dream. Looking round timidly to the 
quarter from which the voice had come he sees a young and 
entrancingly beautiful woman — Kundry completely and unrecog- 
nisably transformed: she is robed in a light, veil-like, fantastic gar- 
ment of Arabian style, and reclines on a couch of flowers. “Parsi- 
fal!” she greets him again: “Fal-parsi, Pure Fool!” * By this name, 
she says, before ever he was born, his father Gamuret, dying in a 
foreign land, had greeted him; and to tell him this has Kundry 
waited here, and what, except the desire to know it, had drawn 
him thither? She is not a flower of the garden, as the wondering 
boy imagines, but one who has come from afar, after seeing and 
learning many things, to tell him what he should know. She be- 
gins in low sweet tones her long narration of his childhood: 


+ Wagner took over from Gérres, a German writer of the early nineteenth 
century, the theory that the name “Parsifal” came from two Arabian words, 


“Fal” and “Parsi”, meaning Pure Fool. The derivation has not found favour 
with modern scholars. 
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36 
Molto moderatoe tranquillo Tchuuseah wana Kind: van 


Strings alone if saw the babe xp. 


sei - ner Mut - ter Brust, 
-on ats mo - thers breast. 


The orchestra develops symphonically this motive and that of 
Herzeleide (No. 23) with many metamorphoses of them as she 
tells the tender story made familiar to us by Wolfram — how the 
widowed Heart-in-sorrow had tended the babe of her sorrow, 
how, in fear of losing the boy as she had lost his father, she had 
brought him up in the forest in secret and in safety, “afar from 
arms, from man in madness slaying man”, always racked with fore- 
boding when he strayed from her care, raining kisses on him when 
he returned, till at last there came a day when he wandered away 
and did not return, and after long days and nights of anxious 
waiting 

too full was her heart of pain; 

for death's release she prayed: 

her anguish broke her heart, 

and — Heart-in-sorrow died. 


Then, for the first time, the boy has an inkling of wrong done by 
him all unknowing, pain inflicted without understanding and with- 
out intent. As Kundry speaks of his mother’s death he sinks at her 
feet, crushed with grief, cursing himself for his childish folly: 


Mother! Sweetest, dearest Mother! 
Thy son, thy son must be thy murderer? 
Oh fool! Blind and credulous fool! 
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Where wandered ’st thou, her love forgetting, — 
Dearest, fondest of mothers! 


But had he never known this grief, Kundry insinuates, never 
could love have brought him its solace. But he is inconsolable: 


My Mother, my Mother — I could forget her! 


he moans: 


Ha! What more have I, blind one, forgot? 
What have I e’er remembered yet? 
Tis only folly dwells in me! 


By knowledge, Kundry tells him, sense returns to the Fool. It is 
for him now to learn the rapture of love that once burned in 
Gamuret for Heart-in-sorrow: 


For she, the woman loved who bore thee, 
can death and folly far remove: 

she sends thee now a mother’s blessing, 

greets thy lips — 

with this first kiss of love! 


and she bows her head over him and joins her lips to his in a 
long kiss. 


82 


But there is evil, the root of the whole world’s sad evil, in the 
kiss, as the slow ascent and fall of the dark motive of Magic (No. 
15) in the orchestra warns us. We have arrived at the ethical crux 
of the drama, a crux that is Wagner’s own, not that of any of his 
predecessors. It is not by surrender to the senses that the brave, 
simple Fool can become “slowly wise”, but only through the les- 
son of suffering with and pity for others. A shaft of blinding light 
shoots through Parsifal. A great and terrible change has come 
over him; he presses his hand against his heart as if to still a 
rending pain, for now he senses the secret of the agony of Am- 
fortas from his wound. The motive of Suffering (No. 26) goes 
through transformation after transformation in the orchestra as he 
pours out his wild lament, for now he is one by sympathetic intui- 
tion with the King and what he had once stood for. He under- 
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stands everything: it is not merely that the guardian of the Grail, 
sworn to purity, had succumbed to the lure of the senses but that 
the sanctuary of the Saviour itself, and all it stands for in a world 
of evil, has been polluted and now calls to him for cleansing: 


And I —the fool, the coward, 

to deeds of boyish wildness hither fled! 
Redeemer! Saviour! Lord of grace! — 
How for my sin can I atone? 


and he throws himself despairingly on his knees. 

His outburst has filled Kundry with wonder and passion. 
Timidly she approaches the boy who has suddenly become a man, 
and bids him shake himself free of this madness and accept the 
grace that she can bring him. But now he sees her as in essence 
she is, sensual seduction incarnate, the plague and ruin of noble 
life; and the primal Kundry motive (No. 12) takes on a new and 
more insinuating form: 


OQ. 
No.37 Lento 
Violin Solo 
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as, still in her arms yet far withdrawn from her within himself, he 
transfers in his awakened imagination each in turn of her cajole- 
ments and caresses to Amfortas: 


Ay! Thus she called him! This was the voice, 

and this her glance — truly I know it now — 

what torment its smiling menace brought him! 
The lips too — aye — so thrilled they him; 
so bent this neck above him — 
so boldly rose her head; 
so fluttered her locks as in laughter, 
so twined she this arm round his neck; 
so fawningly smiled she on him; 
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in league with every direst torment, 
his soul's salvation 
with that one kiss he lost! — 
Ha! — this same kiss! 


and he thrusts her from him violently and rises to his feet. 

And now the enigmatic woman feels, or imagines she does, a 
new kind of passion for him. Since he can thus experience com- 
passion for another, let him now be her deliverer, for whom she 
has been waiting since the day, long ago, when she had reviled 
and mocked the Saviour of the world, and he gave her — one look! 
— the deliverer she has ever since been seeking, feeling his eye to 
be near her in her moments of deepest spiritual need, though al- 
ways she had laughed her accursed laugh as yet another sinner 
sank to ruin on her bosom: 


He I desired in death’s deep anguish, 
he whom I knew, so weak, derided, 
let me upon his breast lie weeping, 
be but one hour with thee united, 
and though by God and man cast forth, 
in thee be cleansed of sin and redeemed! 


But Parsifal replies that were he to yield to her, he who has been 
destined for her salvation, he would be false to his mission. She 
must repent of her old desires; for the solace that can end her 
grief must flow from another source than those desires, and will 
not flow until that fountain of longing dries up within her. Not 
this fount of desire was it that his intuition had divined in the suf- 
fering hearts of the brotherhood: 


But who with soul unclouded knows 

the fount whence true salvation flows? 

Oh mis’ry — that all hope destroys! 
Oh, error’s night appalling: 

in quest to find salvation’s joys 

to lusts of hell a victim falling! 


Then she exults that it is she who, by her kiss, has unlocked this 
wisdom in him, shewn him the world’s own heart. In her arms let 
him learn what it is to be a god, the deliverer of the world; let her 
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‘perish, unhealed, damned to all eternity, so she but hold him in 
her embrace. But once more he repulses her: redemption will be 
hers, he says, only by her showing him the way that will lead him 
back to Amfortas. At this she breaks out in fury against him. Never 
shall he find that way; as for the fallen King, the weak sinner 
whom she had tempted and derided, let him go to ruin, brought 
down as he had been by the loss of his own Spear. “Who dared 
then to wound him with the Holy Lance?” asks Parsifal. It was he, 
Kundry replies, who once had chastised her laughter, by the 
power of whose curse she now has strength to call up the Spear 
against Parsifal himself if he still bestows his compassion on the 
one who had lost it by his sin. And once more she tries to take 
him into her embrace. 

When he again repulses her she recovers herself by a violent ef- 
fort, and with a cry of rage breaks from him and calls towards the 
background, invoking the aid of Klingsor and his warders: “thou 
whom I know, take thou this boy for thine own”. As for Amfortas, 
Parsifal shall never find him: 


For fleddest thou from here, and found’st 
all the ways of the world, 
the one that thou seek’st, 
that path thy foot shall find never: 
each track, each pathway 
that leads thee from Kundry, 
thus — I curse beneath thy feet. 


By now Klingsor has appeared on the castle walls, to end the 
matter by means of the only weapon meet for this Fool — the holy 
Spear that had brought low the King the boy now would serve. He 
hurls the Spear at Parsifal, over whose head, however, it remains 
suspended in air. The boy seizes it and holds it aloft. “And with 
this sign”, he cries, “I rout thy magic”: 

as the wound shall be closéd 
by the Spear that dealt it, 
in rack and ruin 
thy lying pomp shall it lay! 
With the Spear he makes the sign of the Cross: at once the castle 
collapses as if in an earthquake, the garden withers, the earth is 
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strewn with faded flowers. Kundry sinks to the ground with a cry. 
Parsifal turns to her again as he is making his way across the ru- 
ined wall: “thou know’st”, he says gravely, “where thou may’st 
find me when thou wilt”. Kundry raises herself a little and gazes 
after him, and the curtain falls to a few bars in the orchestra that 
begin passionately and end with the conveyance, by their colour, 
of a sense of utter bleakness and desolation, material and spiritual: 


With the loss of the Spear and the transformation that has taken 
place in Kundry, Klingsor’s power is at an end: but for Parsifal the 
long and dolorous quest for Amfortas and the Grail is now to 


begin. 


383 


The third act opens with a grave orchestral prelude the subtle 
chromaticisms of which are a foretaste of a harmony, throughout 
the act, the like of which had not been known in music until then, 
even in the work of such a master of chromatic nuance as Wag- 
ner: in some places it marks an advance upon Tristan in this field 
as great as that of Tristan — which is the great dividing line be- 
tween the older harmony and the new — had been upon the Rhine- 
gold and the Valkyrie. 

The prelude covers, in its own purely musical way, the weary 
years that have elapsed between Parsifal’s regaining of the Spear, 
the origin, the properties and the appointed function of which he 
now knows, and his arrival once more, all unaware of it, in the 
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‘domain of the Grail, which Kundry had told him jeeringly he, the 
youthful Fool, would never find again. (According to the legend 
it is of the essence of the Grail that he who seeks for it can never 
find it: he must be led to it by the Grail itself at the Grail’s own 
time ). Parsifal has wandered far in these years, been engaged in 
many battles and beset by difficulties and racked by self-doubts of 
all kinds; but always with the one great purpose of pity burning 
within him, some day to light upon the castle of the Grail again 
and heal Amfortas with a touch of the Spear that had dealt him 
his wound. 

When now we meet with him once more he is no longer the ig- 
norant boy of the first act but a thoughtful man, sobered by suffer- 
ing and made wise by compassion. We see him on the last stage of 
what has been a pilgrimage of endless frustration; in the opening 
bars of the prelude he, and the community of the Grail with him 
— for it too has suffered from his inability to find it again — are 
shown bowed down beneath a load of desolation: 


No. 39 Lentoassai 


Strings alone 
ea 


while a motive of Straying, as we may most conveniently call it: 
Yop 


Noiae Lento assai 
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suggests his confused and stumbling course all these years through 
a world that has failed to grant him the one thing his heart de- 
sired — to find his way back again and heal Amfortas with the 
Spear. Then comes a subtle modification of the motive of the Pure 
Fool: 


No.41 Lento.assai | co 


followed by others in which the original simple harmonies of that 
motive (see No. 10) are made still more poignant, as in this ex- 
ample: 


Interwrought with these reminiscences of the Pure Fool of the 
first act is a figure (shown in No. 41 A) to be associated later 
with the tortured winter sleep and awakening of Kundry. Now 
and then we hear also (No. 1 C) the theme of the Spear that is at 
once the instrument and the symbol of the destiny that has been 
laid upon Parsifal. 

The prelude, however, must not be regarded as a mere string- 
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‘ing together of motives in quasi-narrative or pictorial form. It is 
through-and-through psychological, spiritual: it has a meaning 
that is none the less definite because it cannot be expressed by us 
in words. Wagner himself, we learn from a jotting in Cosima’s di- 
ary, said when he was writing it that his task — and it had been a 
difficult one — was to get down to the “fundamentals” of musical 
expression. 


84 


When the curtain rises at the conclusion of the prelude we see 
a pleasant open landscape in the domain of the Grail, with gently 
mounting flower-strewn meadows in the background. The fore- 
ground represents the edge of a forest which stretches out on the 
right to rising rocky ground. In the front, on the side of the wood, 
is a spring, and opposite this, a little further back, a humble her- 
mit’s hut, leaning against a mass of rock. It is the early morning of 
a beautiful spring day. 

To the soft accompaniment of No. 39 Gurnemanz, now a very 
old man, garbed simply in the tunic of the knights of the Grail, 
comes out of the hut and listens in the direction from which he 
has heard groans that had struck him as too piteous for those of 
any beast, especially on this holiest of mornings. As he speaks 
these latter words we heard the first foreshadowing of a motive 
which later, in various forms, plays a large part in this scene; it is 
that of Atonement: 


No. 43 


No. 15 (Klingsor’s Magic) and No. 18 (the sorcerer himself) in 
the orchestra tell us that Kundry, still subject to him, is some- 
where near: her groaning is that of one tortured by evil dreams in 
profound sleep. Gurnemanz discovers her when he strides to- 
wards a thorn thicket at the side of the stage and draws aside the 
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dense underwood. “Up, Kundry! Up!” he calls to her; “awake, for 
winter is fled and spring is here!” 

The wailing No. 41 A is dwelt upon in the orchestra as Gurne- 
manz chafes the hands and temples of Kundry, whom he has 
drawn, stiff and numb, from the thicket and borne to a grassy 
mound near by. At last she opens her eyes, and greets her return 
to a life she does not desire with a frenzied cry as the orchestra 
crashes in with the wild dissonance that had accompanied her 
first entry in act one (No. 12). She is clothed, as when we saw her 
first, in the rough garment of a penitent; but she is paler now, and 
the old animal wildness of look has left her. She stares long and 
uncomprehendingly at Gurnemanz, and as consciousness slowly 
returns to her she rises, arranges her clothing and her hair, and at 
once betakes herself humbly to the duties of a serving-maid: the 
only word she can utter in reply to Gurnemanz'’s questionings is 
a hoarse “Service! Service!” 

The old man shakes his head sadly: light will be her toil, he tells 
her, for it is long since the knights of the Grail have sent any mes- 
sage to other lands. The brotherhood has fallen from its ancient 
high estate: each man lives now on herbs and roots which he has 
learned from the beasts of the forest to find for himself, the nour- 
ishment of the Grail being denied them. But Gurnemanz is struck 
by the change in Kundry, which, as the orchestra gives out some 
of the music associated with the Grail and the Spear, he puts down 
to the benign influence of the Holy Morn: it is not alone her body 
but her soul also, he feels, that has been awakened from sleep; 
and the strings breathe softly the tranquil melody of the Flowery 
Meadow: 


No. 
be Tranquiilo 


which will later come fully into its own in the Good Friday music. 

Kundry, who has gone into the hut, returns with a pitcher, 
which she goes to fill at the spring. While waiting for it to fill she 
sees someone approaching from the wood, and turns to point him 
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out to Gurnemanz. The Parsifal motive (No. 10) is intoned in the 
solemn colours of horns, trumpets and trombones: 
N0.45 Tranquillo 


Brass 


1S 
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It is heavy now with the load of Parsifal’s long and fruitless quest. 


35 


He enters from the wood, a sombre figure in black armour with 
closed helm, holding the Spear in his hand. He strides forward 
slowly and wearily, with bowed head, as if in a dream, and seats 
himself on the little grassy mound. Gurnemanz hails him as a 
guest, to whom he offers his services; but Parsifal only shakes his 
head without speaking. The old man gently chides him: the new- 
comer’s vow, he says, may constrain him to silence, but he must 
be told that now he is in a hallowed place, in which no man must 
go with shield, spear, and closed visor, and least of all on this day. 
Does he not know what holy day it is?. Parsifal shakes his head. 
Then from what heathen land has he come, Gurnemanz asks, that 
he does not know that this is Good Friday? He bids the knight 
lay down his weapons, that are an offence in the sight of the Lord 
who shed His holy blood for the atonement of sin. 

To the accompaniment of solemn music Parsifal humbly obeys. 
Still without speaking, he thrusts the Spear into the ground before 
him, lays sword and shield beside it, opens his helm, removes it 
from his head and places it with the weapons: then he kneels be- 
fore the upright Spear in silent prayer. Gurnemanz gazes at him 
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in wonderment and beckons to Kundry; and as the orchestra gives 
out the full motive of the Spear (No. 6), followed by that of the 
Love Feast (No. 1) he says to her, “Surely this is the Fool whom 
in my anger I drove away?” Looking fixedly at Parsifal she in- 
clines her head but does not speak. Gurnemanz has now recog- 
nized the Spear also, and in deep emotion he praises the Holy Day 
for what it has brought him. 

His prayer ended, Parsifal rises slowly to his feet, looks tran- 
quilly around him, recognises Gurnemanz, and gently holds out 
his hand to him: “’tis well”, he says, “that again I have found 
thee!” Whence and how has he come, the old man asks. “Through 
error and through suffering lay my pathway”, Parsifal replies, to 
the accompaniment of No. 40; “from their illusion free I sure may 
deem me, now that this woodland’s murmur I have heard once 
more and give the kind old man a second greeting. Or am I in er- 
ror still? For all about me seems changed.” One alone has he been 
seeking all this weary while, “him whose dire lament in foolish 
wonder once I heard, and for whose healing, I deem, I bring now 
what may serve. But ah! a curse lay on me ne’er to find him. In 
blindest error through trackless wilds have I come hither: woes 
without number, battles and conflicts, drove me from the path- 
way, even when, methought, I knew it. Then dark despair de- 
scended on me to keep the treasure unsullied. The sacred relic 
ever guarding, from every weapon wounds did I win; for it I 
might not bear with me in battle. Unprofaned at my side I bore 
it, and now I bring it to its home: lo, there it gleameth bright and 
pure, — the Grail’s own hallowed Spear!” 

“Oh bounteous grace! Oh wonder! Holiest, highest wonder!” 
cries Gurnemanz in transport, as the wood wind breaks into the 
motives associated in the first act with the agony of Amfortas (No. 
17), followed by that of the Spear and that of Faith (in the form 
the latter takes in No. 16). Parsifal is back again in the Grail’s do- 
main, he assures him. Long have they waited for him. They have 
been in sore need of him, for since the day when he had come 
among them and left them again the anguish of the King had in- 
creased: from the torment of his wound he had craved release in 
death, and to achieve that end he had refused, despite the en- 
treaties of the brotherhood, to perform his holy office: the Grail 
had lain hidden in its shrine, the King hoping that deprived of 
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the sight of it he might die. No longer do they eat the divine 
bread: common food supports them now, and their strength has 
departed. No longer come messages calling them to holy war in 
the world outside; weak and sad and leaderless they drag out their 
painful existence. Gurnemanz himself has come to this forest to 
await death in solitude and silence, while Titurel, denied too long 
the renewal that the Grail was wont to bring him, “is dead, a man, 
like all men”; and the quiet strings clinch the sad story with a sol- 
emn enunciation of the desolate No. 39. 
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Parsifal breaks out into passionate self-reproach. And ’tis he, 
he cries, who has wrought all this woe! What curse has been laid 
on him from birth, what load of sin must he carry, that no re- 
pentance, no atonement could lighten his blinded eyes, since he, 
the appointed deliverer, arriving here at last after having been 
caught in so many toils, finds himself in the end defeated! He 
seems about to fall, powerless: Gurnemanz supports him and low- 
ers him to a sitting posture on the mound, while Kundry hastens 
to him with a cruse of water with which she sprinkles him. At this 
point the motive of Devotion is breathed softly by the wood wind: 


———— 


Cor.ang. 
& Bassoon 


It had first been heard in the second act, at the point where Kun- 
dry, at the commencement of her Narration, had told Parsifal that 
she had waited there for him to tell him of the death of his father 
and his mother; and it had reappeared later in that scene when, 
after being repulsed by him, she had cried, “Cruel one! If e’er thy 
heart could feel another’s sorrow, then let it suffer with mine now! 
Art thou Redeemer, what bars thee now, harsh one, from making 
me one with thee in salvation?” Still later it had accompanied her 
despairing appeal to him — “He whom I longed for in death’s deep 
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anguish, he whom I knew and laughed at as a Fool, let me upon 
his breast fall weeping, be but one hour with thee united, and 
though by God and man cast forth, in thee be cleansed of sin and 
redeemed.” His reply then had been, “Eternally would’st thou 
with me be damned if but one hour, unmindful of my mission, 
into thine arms I gave me.” For first of all she must repent: * it is 
not through the flesh but only through the wisdom that comes 
slowly by understanding and pity that he can bring her salvation. 
The Devotion motive had been hinted at again, almost impercep- 
tibly, at the moment when, in the third act, Gurnemanz had 
found Kundry in the thorn thicket. And now, at the point we have 
just reached, it becomes of prime significance. It is always enig- 
matic, both in itself and in its various comings upon the scene; 
but then Kundry herself is all enigma. Yet, as so often happens in 
Wagner, the music, if we surrender ourselves to that, has a logic 
of its own that cannot be rendered into words. It is clear, how- 
ever, at the point at which we have now arrived, that the redemp- 
tion for which she had longed at Parsifal’s hands is nigh, but on 
his own spiritual terms and those of the Grail and the Spear. 

Gurnemanz is wiser than she. He gently repulses her when she 
would sprinkle Parsifal; for that lustration, he tells her, only the 
water of the holy spring itself will serve. A new motive, that of 
Benediction: 


1 Wagner’s stage directions for her entry in the third act are “Kundry is in 
the rough garments of a penitent, as in the first act”. He must have forgotten 
that on her appearance in the first act she had on “a wild garment, looped-up 
high”, with “a snake-skin girdle with long ends”: “her hair is black and hangs 
in loose locks: her complexion is a deep reddish-brown: her eyes are black 
and piercing, sometimes flashing wildly, more often fixed and staring like 
the eyes of the dead”: all which agrees with the description of her in the 
Prose Sketch. The Kundry of the third act is another being altogether, both 
in temperament and in appearance. I suspect a last-minute change in Wag- 
ners plan at this point, which he failed to bring into full relation with his 
general scheme. For in the opera Gurnemanz, after the rising of the curtain, 
finds her in the thicket, where she has been lying all unknown to him until 
he heard her groaning, whereas in the Sketch he had found her long before 
the action of the third act opened, and she had “given him meek and con- 
stant service”; until one day, while the old man was praying in front of his 
hut and she was fetching water for him from the spring, they see Parsifal 
approaching from the wood. 
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.47 
Moderato_———"_ 3 J 


to which are linked further developments of No. 43: 


Nog 


Moderato assat 


is given out softly by the orchestra as Gurnemanz tells her that 
this day a wondrous work shall be done among them by the 
knight: “for holy office is he chosen; if he be pure of stain, 
then the dust of his long wanderings the sacred stream will wash 
away. 

They lead Parsifal gently to the edge of the spring, where Kun- 
dry undoes the greaves of his armour and Gurnemanz removes his 
breastplate. They will go to the castle, he says, where the funeral 
rites of Titurel are to be celebrated and the Grail once more un- 
veiled. At the mention of the dead Titurel we hear in the orches- 
tra a suggestion: 
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of the solemn theme of the Funeral Procession, which will later 
dominate the episode of Parsifal’s re-entry into the castle. 
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But first he must be prepared for the new high office that is to 
be his, in succession to the fallen Amfortas. Gurnemanz takes in 
his hand some water from the spring and sprinkles Parsifal’s head: 
let it wash away all guilt and grief from him! Kundry humbly and 
silently bathes his feet, then draws a golden phial from her bosom 
and pours part of its contents over his feet, which she dries with 
her hastily unbound hair. But he takes the phial from her and 
hands it to the old man: “let the friend of Titurel anoint me”, he 
says, “for today he shall greet me as King”. Gurnemanz empties 
the phial over his head, upon which he lays his hand in blessing, 
passing it through Parsifal’s hair. “All-pitying sufferer!” he says, 
to a new and sweet mutation of the Pure Fool motive (No. 10), 
“all-wise deliverer! As the redeemed one’s sufferings thou hast suf- 
fered, now lift thou the last load from his head!” and the motive 
of Parsifal himself (No. 20) rings out majestically in the solemn 
tones of trumpets and trombones. 

Parsifal takes, unobserved, some water from the spring and 
sprinkles the head of the kneeling Kundry, saying gently, to the 
accompaniment of No. 47, “My first office I perform: baptised be 
thou, and believe in the Redeemer.” The penitent lowers her head 
and seems to weep passionately. 

He turns his ecstatic gaze on the forest and meadow, which are 
now glowing in the morning light. The oboe gives out the tranquil 
theme of the Flowery Meadow in its full form: 
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and the great musical picture begins to unfold itself that is known 
in the concert room as the Good Friday music. Never, says Parsi- 
fal, has the meadow seemed to him so fair as today, never has he 
seen it put forth such beauty of flower or breathe such fragrance: 
all is sweetness and loving-kindness. That, Gurnemanz tells him, 
is Good Friday's magic, the grateful earth not weeping for the 
Saviour’s suffering but rejoicing at its own rebirth through it: 


His wasted body on the Cross it sees not: 
and so aloft it looks to man redeemed, 
set free from sin and all its load of terror, 
by God's love-sacrifice made clean and pure: 
today each blade, each flower that blooms in meadow 
knows well no foot of man will tread it down, 
but e’en as God unmurm’ring died for him, 

in love and pity the Cross endured, — 

so man in tender, holy mood 

treads soft the earth today. 

Thus grateful all creation sings, 

all that doth bloom and fade again, 

well knowing nature’s pardon won, 

stainless and pure earth’s heart today. 


Still lost in the quiet ecstasy that is in nature’s heart and in his 
own, Parsifal gently kisses the forehead of Kundry, who has 
slowly raised her head again and is gazing at him with a look of 
calm and earnest entreaty. This music of a dream-world of 


“summers of the snakeless meadow, unlaborious earth and oar- 
less sea” 


spins itself out tranquilly, unhurriedly, loath, as it were, to lose 
the savour of a single drop of its own sweetness. 


At last there steals upon the now almost silent air a peal of dis- 
tant bells. It is midday, Gurnemanz reminds Parsifal: the hour has 
come for the new King of the Grail to take possession of his her- 
itage. The motive of Parsifal (No. 20) is significantly combined 
with that of the obsequies of Titurel (No. 50) as Gurnemanz 
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brings his own Grail-knight’s mantle out of the hut and throws it 
over the shoulders of Parsifal, who takes up the Spear, and, with 
Kundry, follows the old man towards the castle. 


38 


The situation and the stage mechanism of the Transformation 
Scene in the first act are now reversed; the scenery changes grad- 
ually in character, as it had done then, but this time from right to 
left, and the three figures disappear from our view as the wood- 
land changes to rock. The transitional music here is mainly woven 
out of the motive (No. 50) of the funeral procession: 


No. 52 


——— ~~” . 
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Wagner distils the last essence of chromatic subtilisation out of 
this dominating figure * and a successor: 


through the texture of which pierces the clang of the castle bells, 
coming nearer and nearer. 

At last the walls of rock open, revealing the hall of the Grail, as 
in the first act, but now, significantly, without the communion ta- 
bles, for the brotherhood of the Grail has been brought to the last 
pass of frustration and dejection. The hall is only faintly lit. From 
opposite sides come two processions of knights, one bearing the 
coffin of Titurel, the other Amfortas in his litter, preceded by the 
covered shrine of the Grail. To music through which the figure 
shown in the lower part of No. 52 runs like a basso ostinato the 
two files of knights dialogue as they pass each other: 

1 On the probable origin of this theme see the final section of the present 
chapter. 
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'“I. We bring the Grail in its shrine: whom bear ye in yon coffin? 
II. A hero, Titurel, and with him the holy power that of old God 
gave into his keeping. 
I. What hand laid him low whom God protected? 
If. He sank beneath the load of age when the Grail he could 
look upon no more. 
I. Who stayed him from the sight of the Grail? 
II. He whom ye carry there, the relic’s sinful guardian. 
I. We bear him here today once more that — for the last time, 
alas! — he may perform his high office.” 
“The last time! the last time!” both groups repeat in anguish; “be 
mindful once more of thy office, but once more!”: 


No. 54 


But once a- gain! But once a - gain) 


Amfortas raises himself wearily on his couch, and, to the ac- 
companiment of the motive of Desolation (No. 39), breaks into a 
lament for the suffering he has brought on them all through his 
sin. A general cry of woe goes up as Titurel’s coffin is opened. A 
new theme: 


No.55 
Moderato 


wells up in grave brass colouring as Amfortas turns to the body, 

to bid a last farewell to the father of whose death he has been the 

instrument. No. 16, in the soft wood wind, recalls the modified 

version of the Faith motive first heard in the opening scene of the 

opera, when Gurnemanz told the squires how the Saviour’s mes- 
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sengers had appeared to Titurel, bringing him the sacred Chalice. 
Now it is a bitter memory for Amfortas as, to the accompaniment 
of this No. 16, he implores his father to intercede for him before 
God’s throne: may the life-blood of the brethren be quickened 
again, but for himself the greatest boon will be death: 


No. 56 


Lento molto 
Strings & Bassoon 


“This were the last mercy! That the poison, the wound, the horror 
may die in me, that my corroded heart may cease to beat! My fa- 
ther, take this my cry to Him on high — “Redeemer, give my son 
releasel’” 


39 


They press in upon him with a wild cry of “Uncover the Grail! 
Serve thou thy office!”. But he springs up in despair and rushes at 
the knights, who recoil from him. Mad must they be, he tells them, 
if they would have him live. As the old motive of his sickness and 
weariness (No. 9) piles up in a new form in the orchestra he tears 
open his wound and bids them draw their swords and plunge 
them into it: “slay ye the sinner and put an end to his woel” 

They fall back again in horror before his delirium. While the 
confusion has been thus mounting to its climax Parsifal, accom- 
panied by Gurnemanz and Kundry, has entered unobserved. Now 
he advances, stretches forth the Spear, and touches Amfortas’s 
side with the point of it. “One weapon only serves”, he says qui- 
etly; “thy wound must be healed by the Spear that dealt it.” The 
face of Amfortas is illumined with ecstasy: he staggers and is up- 
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held by Gurnemanz as No. 9 now winds its way through the or- 
chestral texture in soft colours and transfigured forms. “Be whole, 
absolved and atoned”, says Parsifal, “for I now take on me thy 
holy office. Blessed be thy suffering, for pity’s highest might and 
wisdom’s purest power it taught the tim’rous Fool!” His character- 
istic motive (No. 20) rises to a new majesty in the orchestra as he 
steps towards the centre of the stage, holding the Spear high be- 
fore him. “The holy Spear I bring to you again”, he tells the 
knights, who gaze at the restored symbol in rapture. Motives con- 
nected with the Grail and its mysteries of Faith and Love and 
Hope succeed each other as he bids the squires open the shrine. 
They do so. Parsifal ascends the altar steps, takes the Grail from 
the shrine, and breathes a silent prayer before it. The Chalice 
gradually becomes suffused with a soft glow, while darkness 
slowly descends upon the hall, which in the end is lit only by an 
illumination that filters down from the heights. The main motives 
of the prelude to the work are subtly interwoven with each other, 
a peculiarly mystical effect being obtained by the crossing and 
re-crossing of the Faith motive (No. 5) in strings, wood wind and 
harps: 


“Wondrous high salvation! Redeemed the Redeemer!” sing the 
squires and knights in the lines and harmonies of the Pure Fool 
motive and that of the Love Feast (No. 1), with mystic voices 
(sopranos and altos) floating down from the middle height and 
the dome. A ray of light falls upon the Grail, which now glows 
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ardently, and a white dove descends from the dome and hovers 
over Parsifal’s head. Kundry, her enigmatic course through the 
world completed, her part played to the end in the enlightenment 
of Parsifal through pity, sinks to the ground lifeless, her last look 
being turned on him. Amfortas and Gurnemanz kneel in homage 
before Parsifal, the new King, as he stands aloft among the wor- 
shipping brotherhood, waving the Grail from side to side in bless- 
ing of them. The harmonic and contrapuntal interweavings shewn 
in No. 57 become more and more etherealised and mysticised in 
the orchestra, and the curtain falls to No. 1 rising softly through 
the texture with a final gentle insistence in the rich tones of 
trumpet and trombone. 


40 


In 1871 Wagner thought of writing a symphony of mourning 
(Trauersymphonie) for the German dead in the war of 1870/1. 
But from official quarters in Berlin he learned that the idea of 
thus dwelling on the more painful aspects of the conflict was not 
viewed with favour; so he wrote his Kaisermarsch instead. The 
plan for a Trauersymphonie was not given up, however, as is evi- 
dent from a passage in Cosima’s diary in October 1876. (They 
were in Italy at the time). Cosima had urged him to try to rid his 
mind of the cares of Bayreuth by writing a new work; “and cu- 
riously enough”, says her biographer Du Moulin Eckart, “his 
thoughts were once more turning to the Trauersymphonie for 
those who had fallen in the war; it was to be based on the theme 
conceived for Romeo and Juliet.” “He said”, Cosima noted in her 
diary that day, “that he saw the biers being borne into the hall, 
more and ever more of them, so that the individual grief was al- 
ways being merged in the suffering of all. Not until after that 
would come the song of triumph.” 

Some three and a half years before then he had promised to 
write for Cosima, Du Moulin informs us, “a composition of a 
quite peculiar kind, that should in a certain sense constitute a 
sombre pendant to the Siegfried Idyll, a foreshadowing of future 
destiny — a funeral march from Romeo and Juliet.” 


1 The spectator should guard against the too common error of identifying 
Parsifal vaguely with Christ. Any suggestion of that sort angered Wagner. 
“The idea of making Christ a tenor!” he said: “phew!” 
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Evidently this “funeral march from Romeo and Juliet” and the 
projected Trauersymphonie of 1871 and 1876 were at bottom much 
the same. Virtually nothing is known as yet about the plan for a 
musical work on the Shakespeare subject. In 1943, however, Dr. 
Otto Strobel, the Wahnfried archivist, published a facsimile of a 
short sketch found in Wagner’s “Brown Book”. It consists of thir- 
teen bars of music in the key of A flat minor, originally jotted 
down in pencil and then inked over at some later date; it is headed 
“Romeo und Julia”, and bears the end-date, in Wagner’s hand, “7 
May, evening”. Dr. Strobel gives the year as 1868. 

Not only did this theme, we may conjecture, recur to Wagner 
in 1873 when he thought of writing “a sombre pendant to the 
Idyll”, and again in 1876, in connection with the idea of a Trauer- 
symphonie; it apparently became the basis of the funeral music 
that accompanies the bringing of Titurel’s body into the hall of 
the Grail in the third act of Parsifal. The two situations were fun- 
damentally similar — in the one case a succession of biers being 
carried into a hall amid universal mourning, in the other case a 
procession of knights bearing the coffin of Titurel. And basically 
the music is much the same. The sketch of 1868 begins thus: 


The dominant figure seen twice in the first bar of this recurs seven 
times more in the course of the short sketch, and it correlates with 
the ostinato bass figure that accompanies the greater part of the 
Titurel procession. (See No. 52). We meet with it again in the op- 
era in the following passage, which is the continuation of our No. 
No. 53: 
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while there is a family likeness between a figure that appears three 
times in the sketch: 


No. 61 


in the Titurel music. In the opera, of course, the elaborate tone- 
picture develops in its own musical way that is also the psycholog- 
ical way of the drama, for Wagner’s unique blend of imagination 
and craftsmanship enabled him to combine the basic elements of 
the Romeo and Juliet sketch with some of the leading motives rel- 
evant to the Titurel scene; but there cannot be much doubt that 
the Romeo and Juliet music, the Trauersymphonie and the Titurel 
processional music all stemmed from the same mood within him. 


Note to section 2, paragraph 1, of the Parsifal analysis. 

My quotation from the Sketch was taken from the imprint of the latter 
in Vol. XI of Wagner’s Sdmtliche Schriften und Dichtungen. But after the 
proofs of this chapter had come through I received from Dr. Otto Strobel 
a complete facsimile of Wagner’s manuscript of the Sketch made for King 
Ludwig; and in this the parenthesis signs to which I have referred do not 
appear. If, therefore, they are not Wagner’s own my argument is to that ex- 
tent weakened. But the variants between the manuscript and the imprint 
are so many and so pronounced that it appears probable that the latter was 
made from a draft of Wagner’s for the Ludwig Sketch: the parenthesis signs 
may therefore have really been in this draft. No hint is anywhere given by 
the anonymous editor of Vol. XI of the Sdémtliche Schriften as to the prove- 
nance of the documents he is dealing with; and there are many indications 
that the editorial work has been done in a very slapdash way. 
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TYPE NOTE 


This book has been set on the Linotype in CaLevont, a style of type 
letter that printers call “modern face.” The “modern” part of the clas- 
sification marks a change in fashion in printing types that took place 
during the last years of the eighteenth century, under the influence of 
such “modernizing” printers as Baskerville, Didot, and Bodoni. 

The typographic scheme of the book and the binding are the work of 
W. A. Dwiggins, who also designed the type-face. The book was com- 
posed by The Plimpton Press, Norwood, Massachusetts. 
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